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Abstract
Leaving behind an abundance of primary documents, Francis Poulenc
(1899-1963) reveals himself to be a colorful, opinionated composer, with an intriguing
mindset regarding the role of twentieth-century composers. Poulenc’s writings place
importance on the idea of musical legacy, where engaging with the music of past
composers can only enrich compositions of the present, as opposed to the idea that such
inspiration makes one’s work less “original.” This idea of compositional heritage stems
from Poulenc’s musical education, which was informal, and mainly the product of his
robust social network of important musical and artistic gures. Poulenc’s ideology adds a
new perspective to neoclassical composition, and is especially present in his harpsichord
concerto, the Concert champêtre (1928). This thesis surveys Poulenc’s writings to form a
compositional ideology and examines the ways these ideas appear within his music,
especially in the Concert champêtre. By identifying his ideology, this thesis highlights
the value of Poulenc’s ideas as a neoclassicist with a less-than-conventional career.
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I: More than “Part Monk, Part Naughty Boy”
Writing what I want to, when I want to, that’s my composer's motto.
—Francis Poulenc, Interviews with Claude Rostand
Francis Poulenc (1899-1963), French composer and pianist of the twentieth
century, is primarily known for his membership in Les Six, contributions to modern
opera, art songs, and position within the camp of neoclassical composers. Poulenc’s
reputation for juxtaposing religious genres with a more colorful musical palette is forever
characterized by a phrase coined by music critic Claude Rostand, who said Poulenc was
“part monk, part naughty boy.”1 About his own legacy, Poulenc wished that “people think
of me as ‘the poet’s musician,’” referring to his passion for poetry and numerous
mélodies.2 Beyond these identifiers there are even more compelling aspects of Francis
Poulenc, and one of the most exciting is that he left a great deal of primary sources
behind for future scholars to consider, allowing an intimate view into his mind.
Poulenc wrote countless letters, articles, and diaries, gave interviews, and more,
and not just by happenstance. Poulenc understood the value of creating and keeping
primary documents, as he had his own perfectly organized musical and literary libraries
which contained personal documents from other composers, including at least Claude
Francis Poulenc and Claude Rostand, “Interviews,” in Francis Poulenc: Articles and Interviews:
Notes from the Heart, ed. Nicholas Southon, trans. Robert Nichols (Farnham, UK: Ashgate,
2014), 247.
1

Carl B. Schmidt, Entrancing Muse: A Documented Biography of Francis Poulenc (Hillsdale,
NY: Pendragon Press, 2001), 469.
2

1

Debussy and Emmanuel Chabrier.3 Knowing that he perused the letters of Debussy and
Chabrier (of whose letters he purchased seventy-five), Myriam Chimènes suggests that
“indisputably, [Poulenc] proved that he considered a musician’s and a creator’s letters
like a precious historical testimony, as a means of enriching the knowledge of his work.”4
Recognizing Poulenc’s awareness of the effect of writings he left behind makes
their academic value even greater. Moreover, they were also a reflection of the
composer’s personality. As his friend and collaborator, baritone Pierre Bernac, pointed
out about the composer’s letters, “he wrote with disconcerting speed, and his style was as
alive, personal, unpredictable and spontaneous as his conversation.”5 Bernac also noted
that though Poulenc was disinterested in talking about philosophy or politics, about music
“he could explain his very personal views with a zest, a spontaneity and a vitality all his
own.”6 Considering how Poulenc’s writings are so colorful and demonstrate a good deal
of his ideals, I ask: What more can Poulenc’s writings say about his compositional ethos,
and could they change our perception of him?
In this thesis, I argue for a departure from the ideas of Poulenc as only “part
monk, part naughty boy,” notable member of Les Six, or less significant neoclassical
Pierre Bernac, Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs, trans. Winifred Radford (London:
Kahn and Averill, 2001), 31; Myriam Chimènes, Introduction to Correspondance 1910-1963, ed.
Chimènes (Paris: Fayard, 1994), 24; Francis Poulenc, interview by Martine Cadieu, “Duet with
Francis Poulenc,” Les Nouvelles littéraires, no.1757 (May 4, 1961): 7, in Southon and Nichols,
167.
3

Poulenc and Cadieu, in Southon and Nichols, 167; Chimènes in Correspondance 1910-1963, 24,
my translation of: “Incontestablement, il prouvait ainsi qu’il considérait les lettres d’un musicien,
d’un créateur, comme un témoignage historique précieux, moyen d’enrichir la connaissance de
son œuvre.”
4

5

Bernac, 34.

6

Bernac, 34.

2

composer, and demonstrate what sets Poulenc apart from these identifiers. To accomplish
this, I examine Poulenc’s writings to reveal his own compositional ideology. My
methodology for surveying Poulenc’s writings involved accumulating as many primary
documents as possible, reading them in their original French versions when available, and
consulting the notes provided by the editors and compilers of his writings. I verified the
historical meaning of certain French words and idioms, as pure translation from French to
English can leave behind some linguistic particulars. Lastly, I tried not to blindly take
Poulenc at his word, as like many, he often contradicted himself, changed his mind, or
misremembered events. By selecting primary documents spanning from 1922 to 1963, I
felt that I could account for these oscillations, as this period represents the majority of his
career.7 Using writings from across his life, I could track Poulenc’s feelings about the
subjects relevant to my research (music of the past, modernism, the Concert champêtre,
musical legacy) and see which changed and which were consistent.8
Using Poulenc’s writings, I will demonstrate that his sense of neoclassicism
reflects his journey as a composer, and that his writings convey a compelling perspective
regarding composition in the twentieth century. Rather than attempting to clear a new

Poulenc’s career started in 1914 or 1917, depending on whether considers his first piece to be
the Processional pour la crémation d’un mandarin (1914, now lost), or the Rapsodie nègre
(1917). The source from 1963 is Poulenc’s Moi et mes amis, a published series of conversations
with Stéphane Audel. I cite the 1978 edition, translated into English.
7

Poulenc is a fairly reliable narrator, but I do point out where he misremembers or contradicts
himself. Chimènes points out that there is evidence that he altered some of his letters, likely to
hide evidence of his homosexuality or other personal details. Some of his letters have been
incompletely published, like one that upset Milhaud, as Poulenc appeared to downplay the actions
some of his peers who had collaborated in WWII. Chimènes in Correspondance 1910-1963, 24;
Erin K. Maher, “Darius Milhaud in the United States, 1940-71: Transatlantic Constructions of
Musical Identity” (PhD diss, University of North Carolina, 2016), 108-109.
8

3

untrodden path or fearing that he might sound “unoriginal,” Poulenc thought of himself
as part of a musical legacy, and composed with that mindset. In the early twentieth
century, when groups like the Second Viennese School, Experimentalists, and Futurists
were finding ways to be radically new with their music, other composers around
Poulenc’s age likely felt pressure to stand out from the crowd as well. Poulenc’s advice to
them might be not to be afraid of sounding like the past, as the sounds of the past are an
asset to composers of the present. By incorporating aspects from extant works, be it
borrowing melodies, genres, etc., a composer places themself within the community and
legacy of composition, continuing a musical tradition or heritage. This mindset is
compatible with the neoclassical movement of music.
To understand Poulenc’s place in French musical history as well as his identity as
a neoclassicist, I must discuss the unrest among French composers the generation before
him. In response to their country’s “military humiliation” in the Franco-Prussian War
(1870-71), the Third Republic sought to bounce back with a reinvigorated country by
encouraging a unified national identity.9 In music, French composers of the late
nineteenth century felt the need to put forth a truly “French” music that would instill a
sense of nationalistic pride and heritage.10 To accomplish this, these composers had to
decide what constituted “truly French” music, and one appropriate answer at the time
was: not German. As Scott Messing explains, French composers of the late nineteenth
Barbara L. Kelly, “Introduction: The Roles of Music and Culture in National Identity
Formation,” in French Music, Culture, and National Identity, 1870-1939, ed. Kelly, 1-14
(Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2008), 1-2.
9

Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 4, Music in the Early Twentieth
Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 59.
10

4

century “were acutely aware that the nineteenth century appeared to be a vast lacuna in
their musical tradition and that the era more aptly characterized its most cherished icons
in Germanic terms.”11 Many of the stylistic routes these composers took allowed them to
distance “French music” from German aesthetics, avoiding ideas of maximalism in the
realms of expression, instrumentation, etc. Composers like Paul Dukas, Vincent d’Indy,
and Claude Debussy outwardly criticized the music of Richard Wagner, Johannes
Brahms, Robert Schumann, and Gustav Mahler, calling them “neoclassicists” as a way of
attacking their “banal and stifling treatments of the past.”12 Using the term as a
pejorative, this generation of French composers inadvertently introduced “neoclassicism”
as an identifier whose definition would change in such a way that it would describe many
French composers of the following century.
Another facet of this movement toward a “true French music” is rooted in French
music history, as many French composers believed that a revival of “indigenous”
traditions would allow for a truly Gallic music.13 Many turned to the dance suites, operas,
and harpsichord music of French Baroque composers as models for “Frenchness,”
wishing to emulate their elders’ “concision,” “nobility,” “grandeur,” as opposed to other

Scott Messing, “Polemic as History: The Case of Neoclassicism,” The Journal of Musicology
10, no. 4 (Fall 1991): 482. This article contains material from Messing’s larger work on the
subject, Neoclassicism in Music: From the Genesis of the Concept Through the Schoenberg/
Stravinsky Polemic (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 1988/1996).
11

12

Messing, “Polemic as History,” 483-84.

Concerns with French indigeneity in music of this time period are often code for antisemitism,
as Jewish composers like Giacomo Meyerbeer and Fromenthal Halévy were some of the foremost
French composers of the nineteenth century. Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music,
59-60.
13

5

perceptions of French Baroque music being “short-winded,” “heavy,” and “pompous.”14
The elegance associated with this period stemmed from nostalgia for Louis XIV’s court,
and composers looking back toward this period sought a style that evoked this kind of
nationalistic majesty. Composers like Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683-1764) and François
Couperin (1668-1733) represented the French ideals of “balance” and “elegance” in the
face of German maximalism and unruliness. A new French music would hope to emulate
those traits which once made French music desirable, and so French composers and
musicians would learn the techniques of early French music in certain music schools.
Though some efforts toward early music revival took place in France in the early
nineteenth century, the end of the century brought the Schola Cantorum, which tends to
represent the height of this movement.15 The Schola Cantorum (est. 1894), founded by
Charles Bordes, Alexandre Guilmant, and Vincent d’Indy, focused on early music studies.
The Schola showcased Baroque operas (many French), the long tradition of French vocal
music, and early liturgical music in general.16 The main purpose of the Schola was not
specifically to revive a “French” music, as their performances and curricula involved
countless non-French composers like Palestrina, J.S. Bach, and Tomás Luis de Victoria.
Nevertheless, the work conducted at the Schola in reviving French music was no doubt
Katharine Ellis, Interpreting the Musical Past: Early Music in Nineteenth Century France
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 142
14

15 Alexandre

Choron’s Institution Royale de Musique Classique and Louis Niedermeyer’s École
de Musique Classique (École Niedermeyer) both taught early music. The former was founded in
1817 and the latter in 1853. Flint names several other examples of revival pre-Schola. Catrena M.
Flint, “The Schola Cantorum: Early Music and French Political Culture from 1894 to 1914” (PhD
diss., McGill University, 2007), vol. 1, 11.
Harry Haskell, The Early Music Revival: A History (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1996), 48-49; Flint,
vol. 1, 5-6.
16

6

influential for others interested in establishing a “French” music, as their concerts
exposed audiences to the works of Rameau, Lully, Lassus, Couperin,17 Costeley,
Jannequin, and many more early French composers.18 With their curricular focus on
counterpoint and aspects of sacred music such as Gregorian chant, the Schola promoted
less expressive, more restrained music, which fit in with the movement against Germanic
traits, and also became a part of the French neoclassical style.19
French neoclassicism, fueled by this push for nostalgia among French composers
of the late nineteenth century, has been at times too quickly defined by the music of Igor
Stravinsky (1882-1971), despite these nationalistic roots.20 Today, “neoclassicism” in
general refers to a style belonging to some early twentieth-century composers who
reintroduced pre-nineteenth-century forms and techniques in their music, often alongside
modern stylistic traits. This distinguishes neoclassicists’ music from being purely a
rehashing of the Baroque and Classical eras, as many neoclassical composers sought to
achieve a sense of modernity by developing these forms and techniques further. Arnold
Whittall notes that neoclassicism is not only the act of reviving pre-nineteenth-century
techniques, but also “the result of anti-romanticism or anti-expressionism,” where
When speaking about François Couperin, I will refer to his last name only. I do not mean to
refer to Louis Couperin.
17

For a comprehensive list of Schola performances and their programs, see Appendix 1 in Flint
(vol. 2, 6-110). See also Ellis, Interpreting the Musical Past, 113-16.
18

19 Among

Germans, the Schola valued composers like Bach, Handel, Buxtehude, and Schütz.
Most of the German music the Schola performed is pre-nineteenth-century. Flint, vol. 1, 139-40,
238; Ellis, Interpreting the Musical Past, 116.
Fulcher cites Theodor Adorno as equating “all French neoclassicism with Stravinsky’s, reviling
it as essentially infantile, socially affirmative, and devoid of content.” Jane F. Fulcher, The
Composer As Intellectual: Music and Ideology in France 1914-1940 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 6.
20

7

neoclassicists aimed to “refine and control” expression, matching the aforementioned
styles of French Baroque composers and the desired styles of late nineteenth-century
French composers.21 The fascination in early French music that began in the nineteenth
century allowed later composers to have points of reference for neoclassical works which
implemented early music techniques, borrowings, and instruments.
The term “neoclassicist” would not be used positively in a musical context until
1923, when music critic Boris de Schloezer used the term to describe the Symphonies
d’instruments à vent (1920) by Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971).22 Poulenc did not use the
term when describing himself, and Georges Auric (1899-1983), one of Poulenc’s closest
friends in Les Six, said about the term (speaking for Les Six):
Nobody takes as seriously maintained certain declarations and manifestations of
which the letter and the spirit are for us equally dead. It is necessary that one
knows that not one of us, I think, will agree to figure—even by means of some
equivocation—among the defenders of neoclassicism.23
Despite Auric’s harsh feelings on the subject, Poulenc may have felt a bit differently, or at
least eventually became more comfortable writing music akin to Stravinsky’s. Auric’s
comments came from 1922, a year before Schloezer wrote his review of Stravinsky, a
friend and idol of Poulenc. Indeed, Poulenc wrote music that similar to Stravinsky’s style
and even borrowed motives from Stravinsky’s works in his own music, which suggests
that Poulenc would not have seen neoclassicism as a negative path for his own music. In

21 Arnold
22

Whittall, “Neo-classicism,” Grove Music Online, 2001.

Messing, “Polemic as History,” 489-90; Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, 469.

Georges Auric, “La musique: quelques maîtres contemporains,” Les écrits nouveaux (March
1922): 70-8, as quoted in Messing, “Polemic as History,” 489.
23
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the end, Les Six composed neoclassical works, and the attitude toward the style somewhat
softened.24 There are other times where the agendas of Les Six do not match Poulenc’s
resulting music, which is even more reason to separate Poulenc’s ideology from his
identity as a member of the group.25
Another wrinkle in the definition of neoclassicism of Poulenc’s time is that it does
not always represent what we now understand as Classical music, spanning from
1750-1820. While the term has other meanings relating to Greek Antiquity in poetry,
architecture, and literature, the musical neoclassicism refers to more recent centuries, but
not only what we deem “Classical.” The distinction between twentieth-century music that
references the Baroque versus the Classical eras of music does not really exist within the
word “neoclassical,” which can be confusing, as terms such as neo-Baroque and neoRomantic also exist. Martha Hyde provides a solution to this conundrum (though she
ends up vying for a rebranding of “neoclassicism,” opting for “metamorphic
anachronism”):
A twentieth-century recreation of a baroque suite is neobaroque, but also
neoclassical in this broader sense. Although confusing, this is in fact ordinary
usage in writing about twentieth-century music…One might try to clear up this
confusing usage by restricting neoclassical to the narrow sense, reserving it for
Later in 1923, Schloezer responded to a different article by Auric, citing neoclassical pieces by
Les Six as including Milhaud’s Cinq études pour piano et orchestre (1920), Poulenc’s Sonata for
Two Clarinets (1919) and Sonata for Clarinet and Bassoon (1922), Auric’s Sonatine (1922), and
Tailleferre’s Marchand d’oiseaux (1923). Marianne Wheeldon, “Anti-Debussyism and the
Formation of French Neoclassicism,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 70, no. 2
(2017): 463-64.
24

I will discuss Les Six’s feelings about Debussy and Impressionism in part III, “Admiration for
the Past and Those Who Revive It.” For more about Parisian Modernism in Music in the
philosophical sense, see Annegret Fauser, “Disruptive Histories: Telling the Story of Modern
Music in France,” in The Politics of Musical Identity: Selected Essays, ed. Fauser, 103-21
(London: Routledge, 2016).
25

9

imitations of models in the classical style. I do not choose this remedy, for two
reasons. First, the general sense has too much richness of implication in other
disciplines… Second, we impoverish our understanding, even of pieces within the
narrow sense, if by emphasizing surface features our terminology encourages
neglect of the meaning of the composer's engagement with the past.26
While some of Poulenc’s borrowings range from the Renaissance to the early Romantic
periods, he can still be considered neoclassical under its broader definition. In addition,
though Hyde’s method of using neoclassicism’s wider interpretation can be fruitful, it can
also be analytically less useful due to its breadth. And so, while Poulenc only hinted at his
style resembling neoclassicism, his ideology fits nicely within its ample borders,
emphasizing his influences, being part of a legacy or heritage, and creating new music
using known means.
Poulenc’s neoclassicism manifests in several different ways, one of them being in
the form of quotation (or emulation). He owns up to his influences readily and with a
kind of reverence that can only be described as filial, calling Chabrier his “grandfather,”
Mozart “God the father,” and promising “I shall never minimize these influences, not
wishing to be the son of an unknown father.”27 Though Stravinsky, one of the foremost
neoclassicists and Poulenc’s friend, is also described as a composer who “wanted to be
influenced,” and as having “the creative confidence to steal with such energy, and with so
little fear that his own personality would be submerged or distorted in the process,”
Poulenc’s use of familial terminology for his compositional role models adds an idea of
Martha M. Hyde, “Neoclassic and Anachronistic Impulses in Twentieth-Century Music,” Music
Theory Spectrum 18, no. 2 (Autumn 1996): 201.
26

Bernac, 35; Francis Poulenc, “How I Composed Les Dialogues des Carmélites,” L’Opéra de
Paris, no. 14 (Second Quarter 1957): 15-17, in Southon and Nichols, 55.
27
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influence as reverence, giving a new twist to Stravinsky’s neoclassical impulse to borrow
from works.28
Poulenc also had a unique perspective as a composer with an informal musical
education who managed to surround himself with some of the greatest musical and
artistic minds of his time. Because his social network almost replaced the need for formal
compositional education, Poulenc’s style and ideas ended up resembling a collage of his
influences. Unlike some of the more famous neoclassical composers and almost all of Les
Six, Poulenc did not attend a conservatory. His musical education was a result of three
years spent with pianist Ricardo Viñes, four years on and off with composer Charles
Koechlin, his friends’ advice, the music heard in his childhood, and his own intuition.29
Poulenc’s style is guided by instinct developed from the musical world around
him, rather than by any technique learned in lessons, and he frequently discusses how he
composes only in a way that suits him, rather than trying to follow trends. Looking at
how his education (or lack thereof) and how it affected him as a neoclassicist, Poulenc
conveys his idea of and passion for the musical past without having learned about it in a
classroom. Because of this, his efforts to evoke the past involve borrowing, emulation,
and instrumentation, rather than implementation of historical techniques. Poulenc’s music
aims to evoke an atmosphere of past-ness rather than something that is historically
accurate.
28

Stephen Walsh, “Igor Stravinsky,” Grove Music Online, 2001.

Milhaud, Germaine Tailleferre, Auric, and Arthur Honegger studied at the Paris Conservatoire.
Auric also studied at the Montpellier Conservatoire and the Schola Cantorum, while Poulenc and
Louis Durey were self-taught/given brief private lessons. Robert Orledge, “Germaine Tailleferre,”
Grove Music Online, 2001; Schmidt, Entrancing Muse, 23.
29
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By identifying and exploring Poulenc’s special approach to neoclassicism, I also
wish to challenge how some might value and define this style of music, in hopes of
invigorating our understanding of neoclassicism. The state of neoclassicism in
comparison to other twentieth century musical camps is not always flattering because it is
usually placed in conflict with progressive modernist groups. By pitting neoclassicism
against progressive modernists, the neoclassicists become conservative, and the
modernists radical. Those who seem to “progress” are often seen as more valuable, and
those who do not progress are regressive, derivative, and, to some, not compelling.
Scholars like Carol Oja identify a deeper instinct for this imbalanced dichotomy
as having to do with gender expression, noting that many neoclassicists studied with
Nadia Boulanger, and so, “in aesthetic arguments of the [1920s]… ‘neoclassicism’ often
was posed as the antithesis of ‘experimentation,’” and “thus in a gendered scheme,
neoclassicism became feminine—or ‘impotent,’…and experimentation was masculine.”30
This was a concept not just stemming from bias in academia but from composers
themselves, as Oja cites Edgard Varèse as calling neoclassicism “impotent,” as well as
Charles Ives, who saw experimental music as “masculine.”31 Using Varèse’s own words,
Poulenc takes a stand against the impulse behind the idea of experimental composers as

Carol J. Oja, Making Music Modern: New York In the 1920s (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2000), 125-26.
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superior, making bold claims like the following: “being afraid of what’s been heard
already is quite often proof of impotence.”32
In order to uplift neoclassicism through the words and works of Poulenc, I will
first provide a focused background of his musical education to situate and contextualize
his ideas. In part three, I will explore four main sections of his ideology: his feelings
about modernism, the idea of influence as musical legacy, his passion for reviving the
past, and his own musical language. Finally, in parts four and five, I will examine musical
works that embody this ideology with a special focus on his harpsichord concerto, the
Concert champêtre (1928).33 Using his own words throughout, I propose a Poulencian
neoclassicism34: a mindset where it is childish to hide influence, where a reverence for
the legacy of past composers is a way for a composer to communicate their musical
heritage, and where that influence should be a source of pride, not shame.

Francis Poulenc, “In Praise of Banality,” Présence, no. 8 (October 1935): 24-25, in Southon
and Nichols, 28.
32
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title usually remains in French.
33
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as a descriptor, I use the term as a base upon which to build Poulenc’s version of the style, and
will continue to use the term in a neutral context.
34
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II: Poulenc’s Musical Upbringing

A Musical Childhood
In order to establish Poulenc’s ideological perspective, it is important to
understand his childhood and his early musical influences. Poulenc was born in Paris on
January 7, 1899 to a wealthy Parisian-Aveyronais family.35 His Parisian mother, Jenny,
represented the artistic and secular side of the family. She started young Francis on the
piano at age five, as she was a capable pianist herself.36 His Aveyronais father, Emile,
was the head of the family pharmaceutical business, did not play an instrument, and
contributed to Poulenc’s sense of faith through his heritage, as Aveyron is known for its
rich religious history.37 Coming from wealth and connections, Poulenc’s childhood was
quite comfortable but also intellectually stimulating. Poulenc describes his family home
as “profoundly musical,” not only because of his mother’s piano playing, but also
because his parents were great lovers of music, and it is because of this environment, he
says that “from my earliest age I understood music well.”38
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Reminiscing about his childhood around age fifty-eight, Poulenc mentions that his
family would take him to the Opéra and the Opéra-Comique where he had his “first great
musical memories” seeing Don Giovanni, Pelléas et Melisande, Boris Gudonov, and
Rigoletto.39 Poulenc also characterized his childhood as being “brought up in a family
where music was more than a simple pastime,” and listed the composers he grew up with
as Mozart, Schubert, Chopin, Debussy, Ravel, Stravinsky, Wagner, Brahms, and Fauré.40
In a different interview, he described his family’s musical taste, explaining, “my mother,
it was mainly Chopin… And then Mozart, Schubert, Scarlatti… My father: Berlioz, César
Franck, Massenet… And then Beethoven! Oh yes… Beethoven, Beethoven!”41
Through his mother’s piano lessons and her musical tastes, Poulenc likely
developed his adoration for Mozart, his favorite composer. In addition, his mother’s
musical influence steered him toward his love for what he called “adorable bad music,”
as she also was fond of Grieg and Rubinstein, whose music she called “little whims.”42
Paying tribute to his mother in the dedication to his opera Dialogues des Carmélites,
Poulenc wrote, “To the memory of my mother, who revealed music to me.”43 Poulenc’s
maternal uncle, Marcel Royer, or “Papoum,” was also a big influence for Poulenc, as he
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exposed his nephew to the performing arts at large, introducing him to theater, movies,
concerts, and friends who were involved in the arts.44
Growing up, Poulenc discovered and fell in love with the works of Debussy—the
first of which was Debussy’s Danse sacrée et danse profane—and also of Schubert,
whose Die Winterreise he played almost exclusively during the winter of 1910.45 Poulenc
recalled playing the twenty-third song in the cycle, “Die Nebensonnen,” recounting that
“I had turned my piano in a way that around four o’clock in the afternoon, I could sing
this song while contemplating the sun who, like a red cheese from Holland, floated along
the trees of the frost-covered forest.”46 Another landmark of Poulenc’s childhood musical
experiences was his exposure to Stravinsky. Poulenc saw live performances of Firebird
and Petrushka, and then in 1914, he saw the Rite of Spring at the Casino de Paris, all of
these events proving immensely inspirational for the young composer.47 Around age
twelve, Poulenc also discovered the music of Mussorgsky through his song cycle The
Nursery, and spoke later in life about how much he owed to Mussorgsky as an
influence.48 All of these experiences were formative, yet in the more informal sense, as
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Poulenc became an admirer of these figures in music and their works, rather than
someone who ended up studying their music in an academic setting.

Education: Musical and Non-Musical
The aforementioned musical experiences Poulenc had as a child helped shaped
him as a composer, in terms of his tastes. Poulenc had the chance to experience quite a bit
of music as a child, such as opera, vocal music, and the more experimental sounds of
Debussy and Stravinsky. Poulenc’s musical education, however, began when his mother
first started him on the piano, and later enrolled him in formal piano lessons at age eight.
That year, Poulenc began piano lessons with Mademoiselle Melon, the coach of Cécile
Boutet de Monvel, a relative of César Franck (1822-1890).49 With Mlle. Melon, Poulenc
showed great promise as a pianist and developed some sight-reading skills.50 Piano
lessons would be some of the most formal musical training that Poulenc would receive,
though the goal of these lessons was for him to develop performing skills rather than
compositional skills.
Despite Poulenc’s talent and enormous passion for music, his father urged him to
begin a conventional secondary education at the Lycée Condorcet in the fall of 1912,

Though Hell and Schmidt identify Boutet de Monvel as Franck’s niece, Southon clarifies that
she was a relative, but not his niece. She was, however, the granddaughter of tenor Adolphe
Nourrit. Schmidt, Entrancing Muse, 9-10; Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 194n1.
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after having studied at its primary school, the Petit Condorcet.51 At the Petit Condorcet,
Poulenc favored French and history courses over science, mathematics, and geography, a
preference which led him eventually to his passion for poetry and literature, and perhaps
even his neoclassical music.52 Even with his academic preferences, in a lecture given in
1935, Poulenc described himself as “an unruly pupil” at the lycée, and that he found other
ways to keep busy.53 He fed his musical passion by attending performances of the
Concerts Colonne on Saturday mornings, going to his hour-long daily piano lessons after
school, and checking the window of music publisher Durand between school and piano
lessons to find new scores from Debussy.54 With these efforts, it is no wonder that
Poulenc claimed that his love for music did not fade away despite being at the lycée, and
it certainly explains his poor school grades.55
Though he could have mastered subjects like Greek and Latin, his first year
(1912-1913) at the lycée was not successful, and his second year was incomplete, as he
took a sick leave from March 1914 until the fall of 1916.56 Roger Nichols speculates that
the leave of absence might have represented “a realistic acceptance that scholarly
His mother would have supported Poulenc’s wish to attend the Conservatoire, according to
him, but she must have ceded to her husband's wishes. Roger Nichols, Poulenc: A Biography
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020), 9.
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enterprise, at least of a kind in keeping with the tenets of the Lycée Condorcet, was not
his forte.”57 During this absence, Poulenc had a private tutor, José Vincent, though his
influence on Poulenc is imperceptible. More influential were Poulenc’s concert
experiences during his leave, which included seeing Stravinsky's Rite of Spring and Le
Rossignol.58 He did eventually return to the Lycée in October 1916, after having passed
the first part of the baccalauréat as an independent candidate earlier in the year.59 After
returning to the Lycée, Poulenc reverted to his “unruly” ways and never passed the
second baccalauréat exam, even after spending three terms there.60 Poulenc may not
have spoken at length about the Lycée Condorcet’s influence on his life, but the very
subjects he either favored or neglected communicate the cultural values of Paris at this
time. Understanding Poulenc’s cultural environment is especially important because these
kinds of pressures likely explain his father’s desire for Poulenc to complete a
conventional secondary education before pursuing music seriously.
Though Poulenc did end up becoming more aware of literary and historical
figures, his academic career ended with the death of his father. Poulenc’s father had
promised that upon passing his two baccalauréat exams, his son could attend the Paris
Conservatoire and have a formal music education.61 With the passing of Poulenc’s mother
57
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on June 7, 1915, and then his father, in July of 1917, Poulenc did not pursue further
academic education, and searched instead for tutors. Poulenc’s decision not to continue
his studies is unexplained; however, a school friend, author Jean Nohain, may provide a
fairly simple answer: he disliked school. Reminiscing of their time at the Lycée
Condorcet, Nohain described Poulenc in his book, La Main chaude:
With a touching kindness, Francis Poulenc recounted, in a book by Emmanuel
Robert about his friends: Jean Nohain was, for me, the complacent elbow. That is
to say, I would discreetly raise my arm so that his wandering eye could read
everything I had written, and which he discovered with surprise. Dreaming only
of music and at that only of “his” music, he totally messed up subjects such as the
Oubanghi, isosceles triangles, or the quantitative and qualitative study of red
cells… Francis Poulenc was not a dunce in the pitiful or tiresome sense like some
poor boys that we have all encountered. He was the “disinterested” student whom
our scholarly occupations left utterly impassive and flabbergasted. He was not
aggressively bad. He did not take part in our competitions because they seemed
pointless to him.62
Whether or not Poulenc was a disinterested or bad student, he managed to eventually find
the intellectual environment that stimulated him in the world of music, theater, and
literature. His poor school performance and disinterest did not make Poulenc any less
smart. As Nohain so aptly puts it, “the no-good student had become a young master,

Jean Nohain, La Main chaude (Paris: René Julliard, 1980), 100, my translation of: “Avec une
gentillesse touchante, Francis Poulenc raconte, dans le livre d’Emmanuel Robert sur les
Labadens: Jean Nohain avait pour moi le coude complaisant. C’est-à-dire que je soulevais
discrètement le bras pour que son œil fureteur puisse lire tout ce que j’écrivais et qu’il découvrait
avec surprise. Ne rêvant qu’à « sa » musique, il se foutait totalement du cours de l’Oubanghi, des
triangles isocèles ou de l’étude quantitative et qualitative des globules du sang… Francis Poulenc
n’était pas un cancre dans le sens minable ou pénible de quelques pauvres garçons que nous
avons tous rencontrés. Il était l’élève « désintéressé » que nos préoccupations scolaires laissaient
absolument impassible et pantois. Il n’étais pas agressivement nul. Il ne se mêlait pas à nos
compétitions parce qu’elles lui paraissaient oiseuses.”
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dazzling with intelligence and elegance” once he found his footing among Les Six and the
literary milieu of Adrienne Monnier’s bookshop.63
Though Poulenc’s traditional education was put on hold in 1914 with his sick
leave from the Lycée, his musical education was about to grow, as his parents found him
another piano instructor. Poulenc met pianist Ricardo Viñes (1875-1943) in 1914 through
his mother’s friend Geneviève Sienkiewicz.64 His parents recognized Poulenc’s level of
proficiency in piano did not match his great passion for music, and they thought lessons
with Viñes would help him play more of the music he loved. Poulenc already admired
Viñes, as he was known for his interpretations of contemporary composers like Debussy,
Fauré, and Ravel, so they were a good match.65 He had a great relationship with his
teacher and developed his pianistic skills quite well under Viñes’s tutelage. Though the
unfortunate events that occurred in the years following this meeting would prevent
Poulenc from entering the Conservatoire, his parents still managed to give their child
something quite useful instead: Poulenc’s time with Viñes.
About Viñes, Poulenc said “I owe him everything,” and in a letter to his teacher’s
sister, Poulenc wrote, “my dear Viñes whom I adored and to whom I owe everything
about my musical career, both as a pianist and as a composer.”66 Beyond developing his
Nohain, 101, my translation of: “L’élève nul était devenu un jeune maître éblouissant
d’intelligence et d’élégance.”
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skills as a pianist, Viñes opened countless doors for Poulenc’s career, leading him to form
a robust social network of various figures in the world of music and arts. Their three
years of study became an important catalyst for Poulenc, as Viñes introduced him to Erik
Satie, Manuel de Falla, future Les Six member Georges Auric, and more.67 These
connections blossomed into many more connections, and led to Poulenc’s career
successes that expanded his network even further. Poulenc's social network would end up
providing him with an informal musical education, as he would draw on his peers (many
of them having studied at the Conservatoire) for advice and inspiration throughout his life
as a composer.
After the death of his parents, Poulenc moved in with his elder sister’s family and
spent time around many of the people he knew from Viñes.68 1917 was a particularly
important year for Poulenc, as he was getting his footing and acquainting himself with
the avant-garde luminaries of Paris, including Guillaume Apollinaire, Jean Cocteau, and
others in Satie’s circle.69 Poulenc witnessed the premiere of Parade, the ballet and
brainchild of Satie, Cocteau, and Pablo Picasso, as well as the premiere of Apollinaire’s
play Les Mamelles de Tirésias, which he would one day use for his first opera of the same
name.70 During this year, Poulenc made two important revelations: (1) he shifted his
stylistic role models from Stravinsky and Debussy to Satie after seeing Parade, and (2) if
67
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he wanted to feel worthy of being around these kinds of artistic giants, he would need
more compositional training.71 In France at this time, music would not have been seen as
a hobby to pursue, and rather one that required sufficient training at institutions like the
Conservatoire or the Schola Cantorum.72
Poulenc had somewhat of a role model in Satie, whose academic reputation
matched Poulenc’s in some ways. Both are often interpreted as taking things less
seriously, being more humorous with their music, and for moments of indolence in
school. Though Satie did attend the Paris Conservatoire, he was known for his laziness as
a student, and so he ended up pursuing more education in his forties at the Schola
Cantorum, where he spent some years studying counterpoint.73 Even Satie, however,
identified young Poulenc as a “fils à papa” (daddy’s boy), perhaps referring to how
Poulenc followed his father’s wishes to pursue a conventional education rather than a
musical education.74 Nevertheless, under the influence of Satie and Cocteau, Poulenc
created his first published compositions. He also met two more future members of Les
Six, Arthur Honegger and Louis Durey, who, alongside Poulenc and Auric, were called
Les Nouveaux jeunes, or the “new youth.”75
Satie also provided an alternative perspective to Viñes’s teachings. This shift to Satie is
indicative of Poulenc’s and Les Six’s anti-Debussyism. For more about Les Six’s antiDebussyism, see Marianne Wheeldon. Schmidt, Entrancing Muse, 36.
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With Satie, Poulenc also found inspiration in the world of literature and poetry, as
they both frequented Adrienne Monnier’s bookshop, La Maison des Amis de Livres (“the
House of Friends of Books”), established in November 1915.76 Monnier’s shop
entertained visitors such as André Breton, Louis Aragon, James Joyce, Apollinaire, Paul
Éluard, Paul Valéry, and more.77 Valéry, Poulenc, and his childhood friend Raymonde
Linossier had access to the backroom, where friends of the shop would socialize.78 Later
in life, Poulenc reminisced about a 1916 (or 1917) meeting at the shop:
Monnier introduced us [to Breton, Éluard, and Aragon], but I felt of little
consequence in front of these fellows who had already published writings in
avant-garde publications… None of them, moreover, was interested in music, and,
naturally, they paid no attention to me in spite of Adrienne Monnier’s indulgent
words: “He’s such a gifted boy!”79
Even if these experiences lacked a focus on music, his time spent around such individuals
allowed his love of poetry to flourish, leading to his large output of mélodies, many with
texts by those who frequented Monnier’s shop.80
Later, thanks to Viñes’s introductions, Poulenc met the rest of Les Six, with
Milhaud (whom he had met several years before) and Germaine Tailleferre.81 This growth
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was ever so important for Poulenc, especially because he was failing in finding any
teachers to take him on. Just as Satie felt that Poulenc was less polished in his style, so
too did Paul Dukas and Paul Vidal, the latter of which reacted harshly when reviewing
Poulenc’s Rapsodie nègre, which he complained was full of consecutive fifths.82 Years
later, it would be his fellow Les Six member, Milhaud, that steered him toward a suitable
teacher, cementing the importance of the allies he made in this time.
Before Poulenc could find a new teacher, he was conscripted in January 1918, and
began his military service ten days after his nineteenth birthday, serving around the end
of WWI.83 Military service, at first, seemed to put a wrench in Poulenc’s career, as his
correspondence reeks of boredom and depression.84 Having been an orphan for only
around a year, Poulenc’s military service ripped him away from his new social network,
his older sister and her family, and his compositional career. As a whole, his time in the
military was not actually that demanding, and after some time, Poulenc's responsibilities
were such that he did manage to continue composing. Later in his life, however, Poulenc
looked back on his conscription quite negatively, as his letters in 1939 express his fear of
having to serve once more in WWII.85 In these letters, he communicated his fear of how
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serving again might affect his career, and to Nadia Boulanger he wrote, “it’s sad to think
that the other war impeded my musical education considerably.”86
By the end of his three-year service, Poulenc had worked on nineteen pieces, of
which he ended up publishing seven.87 His military service produced one of Poulenc’s
most celebrated pieces, the Trois mouvements perpétuels for solo piano.88 His success
from pieces written during his service as well as the formation of Les Six launched
Poulenc into the eyes of critics, who unfortunately could identify the composer’s lack of
experience. In remarks from September 1921, Paul Rosenfeld discussed his impression of
Poulenc alongside Auric and Milhaud, seeing value and room for growth in his style:
Of the three, Poulenc is as yet the least developed. Auric is just as young as he;
they were both of them born in 1899, later than the rest of the band; but Poulenc
rests more juvenile. His music makes one represent him to oneself as a child
playing gleefully with toys; chuckling and grinning and holding up objects to
show them to the elders, and throwing them exuberantly about the nursery. He is
gentle, amiable, and devoid of the cruel mockery which makes its appearance in
Milhaud at times, and in Auric often. He comes out of “Petrushka”; but he has
added Gallic salt and coolth to the playfulness of Strawinsky. He writes
sophisticatedly childish tunes for the piano; rhythms repeated over and over again
as the improvisations of children sometimes are; “perpetual movements,” but
subtly varied, subtly prevented from becoming monotonous. There is no one so
simple or so complex, so young or so old, who would not smile with pleasure at
hearing Poulenc’s little gamineries.89
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That same month, at the recommendation of Milhaud, Poulenc wrote to Charles
Koechlin asking for compositional lessons and admitting that he tended to follow
“instinct rather than intelligence” with his compositions.90 Between November 1921 and
July 1922, Poulenc and Koechlin had thirty-eight lessons, and they met less frequently
from then until 1925, when their lessons ended.91 With Koechlin, who Poulenc identified
as a master of counterpoint, the budding composer developed his harmonic and
contrapuntal skills through realizing Bach chorales. Poulenc identifies these exercises as
a pathway leading to his eventual passion for choral music.92 In the end, Poulenc’s
rhythms improved, his chordal writing developed, and his dissonances became more
controlled.93
On the other hand, perhaps due to his busy schedules or personal obstinacy,
Poulenc was a challenging student, whose stylistic habits persisted despite Koechlin’s
tutelage.94 Lessons with Koechlin were the most formal compositional education Poulenc
ever received, and it is not known if they entailed any musicological focus to
contextualize the skills he learned. As he never received academic musical training,
Poulenc relied on instincts stemming from his musical taste, pianistic training, and the
skills developed with Koechlin. Poulenc also knew the value of his social network, as he
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had friends to turn to when he needed advice.95 In fact, his peers in Les Six who attended
the Conservatoire would have had special training in music history as they were part of a
new generation of students with required music history courses, a change in curriculum
Fauré implemented in 1905.96
Alongside his sporadic lessons with Koechlin, Poulenc kept climbing the
compositional ladder, and grew more and more successful. By building a village of
supporters, colleagues, advisors, and friends, Poulenc made a name for himself despite
lacking the formal training many of his peers had. The training from Viñes and Koechlin
occupied little of Poulenc’s time and proved perhaps less valuable than the opportunities
he found as a result of the networking through his teachers. Going through Poulenc’s
correspondence, it is immediately clear that he was extremely well-connected from a
young age and throughout his life. I have already mentioned his connections to Satie,
Falla, Stravinsky, and the members of Les Six, and should add to it Nadia Boulanger,
Benjamin Britten (and Peter Pears), Béla Bartók, Samuel Barber, Leonard Bernstein,
Luigi Dallapiccola, Igor Markevitch, Olivier Messiaen, Sergei Prokofiev, Virgil
Thomson, Ned Rorem, and many more figures from other disciplines as well. Despite his
lack of formal education, Poulenc ended up making a place for himself in the first half of
the twentieth century, achieving enough success to earn an honorary doctorate from

Poulenc involved his friends and performers often in the compositional process. For example,
baritone Pierre Bernac helped Poulenc with vocal writing and registration for his operas, and
Nadia Boulanger helped Poulenc with pieces related to what he called “ancient music.”
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Oxford University, among other honors.97 While this honorary doctorate was not the
result of actual study, for Poulenc, it must have represented recognition of his efforts as a
self-taught composer.
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III: Poulenc’s Ideology

Attitude Toward Modernist Music
But you know, it amuses me when I’m reproached in the press for not using new musical
materials. I could have used them a long time ago! If I haven’t done so, that’s because I
considered they didn’t suit my nature, my temperament – I’m not a calculator, a
technician. I like music that’s human, humor, laughter, or prayer… I oscillate between
gravity and fantasy.
—Francis Poulenc, interview with Martine Cadieu
Poulenc’s compositional career lasted from around 1914 to 1962, meaning he
composed during a time of immense and diverse musical innovation as well as political
turmoil. Poulenc’s critical writings provide a clear sense of his own feelings surrounding
modernist music and burgeoning or waning musical trends. In 1935, Poulenc commented
on musical camps that rejected traditional techniques, prophesying that “in our day, when
we must have the new at any price, the taste for a system has found its way into painting
as well as music, with a rigour that threatens to become instantly old hat.”98 More
specifically related to the perceived dichotomy of progressive versus conservative
musical styles, Poulenc noted that “our ears have been rendered tonal or atonal, rhythmic
or eurhythmic, to such a degree that we hear one kind of music to the exclusion of
another.”99 As the epigraph beginning this section suggests, Poulenc did not dabble in
98
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serialism, as he implied that composers using “new materials” were akin to “calculators”
or “technicians,” and claimed that their method of composition would never have suited
his nature.100
In regards to the commercial success of conservative versus progressive music,
Poulenc’s remarks carry some weight, and could be taken as prophetic. Many of the most
radical twentieth-century composers only succeeded through tenured positions at
universities, while neoclassical or composers seen as belonging to the conservative side
of the dichotomy like Aaron Copland, Stravinsky, and Barber are quite commonly found
in modern-day concert programs. In fact, Poulenc was even more correct than he could
probably imagine, in that concert repertoire still tends to showcase music from the
Classical and Romantic periods, keeping many twentieth and twenty-first century
composers at the margins of programming. In an article discussing Arnold Schoenberg
and Alban Berg, Poulenc also points out how Berg took Schoenberg’s techniques and
made them more palatable for audiences and successful with his Lyric Suite, Wozzeck,
and his Violin Concerto. Poulenc frames this opinion with the idea that Schoenberg is the
Sorcerer and Berg is the Composer, and states that Berg:
[S]olved instantly, through the power of genius, all the problems posed by
Schönberg, and to such an extent that the music of the latter has, over the last 25
years, become no more than a desert, a broth of pebbles, ersatz music, poetry
reduced to atoms. That is why we are perplexed when, in 1945, people are again
talking of the 12-tone system as the only lifeboat for contemporary music.101
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As a way of measuring Berg’s success versus the rest of the Second Viennese
School, consider the total performances of Berg’s and Schoenberg’s operas at New York
City’s Metropolitan Opera.102 In its entire history as an opera house, the Met has only
performed two out of Schoenberg’s four operas, those two being Erwartung and Moses
und Aron.103 Erwartung has been performed ten times and Moses und Aron has been
performed twelve times.104 Though Berg only wrote two operas (and left one, Lulu,
unfinished), his Wozzeck has had seventy-six Met performances and Lulu has had fortyfour.105 At least about Schoenberg versus Berg in opera, Poulenc was totally correct.
While this metric only measures the operas of each composer, the stark difference
between the frequency of showings of Berg versus Schoenberg at the Met demonstrates
Berg’s success with audiences in a quantifiable way.106 In addition, with twentiethcentury operas still in the minority of operatic programs, Berg’s achievement in opera is
notable, especially having only written one complete opera and leaving the other
unfinished. For at least their operas, Poulenc predicted correctly that Berg’s music would
Because Poulenc characterized Schoenberg’s music as “poetry reduced to atoms,” I assume
that he believes Berg conveys poetry better, so I have chosen their operas’ popularity as a metric
of success, especially because the two composers both made significant contributions to the
canon of modern opera, with Lulu, Wozzeck, Erwartung, and Moses und Aron. Anton Webern, the
other member of the Second Viennese School, did not write any operas.
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win over the audience over Schoenberg’s, even though the latter wrote more operas than
the former.
Though Poulenc at other times references Schoenberg as a great composer, his
view concerning 12-tone music is that trying to create something altogether new and
different from music that exists is not necessarily superior to using past conventions.
Later in life, Poulenc’s opinion against atonality softened, remarking that he enjoyed
Pierrot lunaire, but that he liked it exclusively among Schoenberg’s works.107 He also
admitted to understanding the impulse behind 12-tone composition as being “a new
aesthetic orientation” stemming inevitably from “the shock of a war or a revolution.”108
Poulenc once even mentioned preferring Webern to Schoenberg, claiming that “Webern
has the gift; two bars by this composer will always have a magic effect on me,” and that
he taught him “limpidity.”109
In his 1953-4 interviews with Rostand, Poulenc recalled that he and Milhaud
made a trip in January and February of 1922 to meet the Second Viennese School as “a
sign of our respect.”110 Regarding his peers and juniors, Poulenc went on to say, “it’s
entirely logical that the 12-tone system should fascinate some of the rising generation,”
and “in 1940, it was necessary to discover something new.”111 Poulenc still maintained
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that “the important thing is not to embrace 12-tone writing out of fear of missing the last
train, because then cliché and academicism, even in this revolutionary form, will stalk
you and won’t fail to catch their prey.”112
While the Second Viennese School saw 12-tone composition as an authentic new
frontier of musical expression, Poulenc saw it as a technique that was not one-size-fitsall, and would not suit everyone attracted to it. Poulenc was more interested in being true
to his taste and ethos in his compositional style rather than trying something new for the
sake of avoiding sounds of the past. Poulenc held this belief as early as in his twenties, as
demonstrated by his defense of Stravinsky’s opera, Mavra, in which he wrote that
“ultimately it is the harmony of Mavra that is under attack for its lack of originality. It is
amusing on this front to observe that the composers of the post-Debussy generation,
drunk on ‘rare harmonies,’ have got into the habit of finding perfect cadences banal.”113
While today, Stravinsky’s music is celebrated whether it falls into his radical or
neoclassical side, critics of his time chastised the composer for “perfect cadences” in
Mavra. Abandoning the musical signatures of the past, to Poulenc, made one’s music no
more “modern” than those who revive and adapt convention. Poulenc believed that
originality could exist alongside a pronounced admiration for convention, and he rejected
the idea that hyper-progressive musical camps were in any way more creative than
composers like him. Later in life, he advised that “the only way to last… is to be true to
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yourself, whether you're a Cubist or not, abstract or concrete, a 12-toner or a practitioner
of tonic solfa. The worst thing is to want to be fashionable if the fashion doesn't suit
you.”114

Influence as Musical Legacy
Many people think Mavra is a parody of the style of Rossini and Verdi. Nothing could be
further from the truth. Music contains an ‘operatic form’ as it does a ‘sonata form’ or a
‘rondo form’. Everyone is free to make use of it. Stravinsky is merely reviving the
Glinka-Tchaikovsky tradition, in the same way that one might hope our French
composers would follow that of Gounod-Bizet. There is no doubt that Glinka and
Tchaikovsky are both great composers. Why then reproach Stravinsky for taking them as
a model?
—Francis Poulenc, “On Igor Stravinsky’s ‘Mavra’”
When discussing his own musical style, Poulenc often refers to his sources for
inspiration and tends to air on the humbler side, as I will discuss later with respects to
Poulenc’s thoughts about his own music. This sense of humility, however, is not as
powerful as Poulenc’s feelings of reverence toward composers of the past who found
their places in his career and music. Poulenc’s love and respect for the past comes across
clearly in many of his writings. For example, in an article about his opera, Dialogues des
Carmélites, after attributing his “first great musical memories” to the operas of Mozart,
Debussy, Mussorgsky, and Verdi, he explains that Mozart’s name is not found in the
dedication of his opera because “in all decency, one cannot dedicate anything to God the
Father.”115 Poulenc’s love of Mozart is quite fierce, as indicated by his claim that he
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“would in truth sacrifice the whole of music for Mozart’s.”116 Keeping in mind how his
childhood musical experiences and social network were the main forces in shaping his
career, Poulenc’s communal vision of the compositional field is understandable. Without
the individualistic, competitive atmosphere of a conservatory, Poulenc could see
composition as a collective effort, where every composer acted as heir to their
compositional ancestors. For him, success often occurred through collaboration and
inspiration, and being far from one’s compositional peers was not ideal, as he expressed
during his military service.117
In expressing his deep respect and admiration for composers of the past, Poulenc
does not necessarily diminish his own work, but seems to place himself in the midst other
composers of his time, working in the wake of past composers and their contributions to
music. He especially identifies himself as part of the legacies of composers who share
attributes with him. These are usually French composers, composers of art songs, and
composers whose style Poulenc sees as generally similar to his own. This last category of
composers is more vague, and Poulenc describes it better himself in an article concerning
his own Le bal masqué:
Some people search for the unusual chord, the striking harmony, the new system.
I am not one of those—something I’m neither ashamed nor proud of—I simply
state a fact: there are some composers who have created their own syntax, others
Francis Poulenc, “The Heart of Maurice Ravel,” La Nouvelle Revue Française, no. 323
(January 1, 1941): 237-40, in Southon and Nichols, 77.
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have arranged known materials in a new order, that’s all. If I was not nervous
about mentioning famous examples in an article in which I shall be speaking
about myself, I should cite: Wagner, Debussy, Ravel, Stravinsky, and Schönberg
in the first category; Haydn, Schubert, Liszt and Mozart—particularly Mozart—in
the second.118
Above, almost in the style of a manifesto, Poulenc boils down his own style and
places it in conversation with composers of the past and present. There is evidence
throughout his writings that he respects these composers even if he does not personally
enjoy all their music, and this respect comes across strongly in his hesitation to place
himself among these famous names. Nevertheless, Poulenc implies that he, as well as
composers in general, participate in this compositional forum when they write music.119
In this statement, Poulenc also clarifies a key feature of his own compositional mindset,
which is that he “arranged known materials in a new order,” rather than creating his “own
syntax.”120 This refers to Poulenc’s view that composers need not be ashamed in
referencing composers of the past.
Poulenc is not embarrassed to admit when he borrows material, and going along
with his concept of being a part of a musical legacy, there is precedent for this practice
already. Many composers over time reused others’ material or even their own material to
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suit their style or needs. In an interview with José Bruyr in 1930, Poulenc voiced this
view:
‘Who shall I imitate so as to be original’ seems to me as stupid as ‘how, so as to
be original, should I avoid imitating anybody?’ I want to be free to use a chord by
Wagner, Debussy, Schumann or even César Franck if it expresses the emotional
nuance I want to express.121
To further sum up Poulenc’s feelings on musical borrowings, an entry of his Diary
of my Songs detailing a reference to Mussorgsky in his mélodie “La grenouillère”
provides more insight: “It would be childish to hide this influence; such a subterfuge
would be repugnant to me. I despise sons who blush at resembling their fathers.”122 This
quote encapsulates the two viewpoints I attempt to demonstrate: by describing himself as
a son and, by his own logic, Mussorgsky as his father, Poulenc portrays himself as a
musical legacy, and insists that as a musical legacy, he should be proud to have
referenced his “father.” Later on in the diary, Poulenc admits that “I never tire of playing
and replaying Mussorgsky. It is extraordinary how much I owe to him. More than is
realized.”123
Poulenc’s mélodies are some of his most celebrated works, and yet Poulenc would
credit a good deal of his talent to the influence of past composers, rather than saying his
artistry and skill was purely his own and developed organically in a vacuum. Poulenc was
proud to admit his musical influences and thought that hiding them was childish and
Francis Poulenc, interview by José Bruyr, “Francis Poulenc”, L’Écran des Musiciens I (Paris:
Des Cahiers de France, 1930): 40-47, in Southon and Nichols, 126.
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reflected impotence. This mindset was something Poulenc carried with him throughout
his life. The previous quotes from Diary of My Songs regarding Mussorgsky were from
1939 and 1946, and I have located similar sentiments in Poulenc’s writings from early as
1922 and as late as 1957.124 One of those statements, perhaps the most cutting of them,
Poulenc made in the context of his love for Picasso:
I unreservedly admire this saying of Picasso: ‘The truly original artist is the one
who never manages to copy exactly.’ Why, in Schubert, does a simple inflection
of the melodic line personalize an anonymous ländler at a stroke, and why does an
orchestral texture identical to JC Bach’s suddenly turn to Mozart? Being afraid of
what’s been heard already is quite often proof of impotence.125
Poulenc felt so strongly about this concept that he made a commitment to honesty
when it came to influences, saying to Rostand in his interviews that “I shan’t ever play
down these influences, not wishing to be labelled ‘father unknown,’” meaning that he
would not ever claim a work had no influence from his musical fathers if that were the
case.126 By adding legacy and heritage to Poulenc’s rationale behind his musical
influences, his neoclassical style appears more philosophical rather than simply
happenstance. Poulenc does not refer to the past in his works simply because he can, or
because he wants to avoid 12-tone music; rather, his neoclassicism actualizes his
compositional ideology.127
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From time to time, Poulenc also adds a nationalistic wrinkle to musical heritage
with statements such as his one about Mavra at the beginning of this section, where he
says that “Stravinsky is merely reviving the Glinka-Tchaikovsky tradition, in the same
way that one might hope our French composers would follow that of Gounod-Bizet.”128
Poulenc, here, suggests a duty of composers to emulate those who preceded them as
representatives of their country, an idea similar to this later statement, “I start from the
principle that every French composer has a little of Massenet in his heart, just as every
Italian keeps a small bit of Verdi or Puccini within him.”129 By adding nationality to this
musical heritage, Poulenc applies his ideology to all composers, imploring them to take
pride in their compositional heritage. This responsibility to honor compositional heritage
comes up often when Poulenc discusses those who revive traditions.
The effect or success of Poulenc’s commitment to drawing from the past is up to
the audience, in the end. Many of his most celebrated works contain borrowings, such as
the Organ Concerto, Concert champêtre, and even his Trois mouvements perpétuels, all of
which are discussed in this thesis. One glowing testament to Poulenc’s borrowings came
from none other than Stravinsky, who complimented the composer on his recitatives for a
revised version of Charles Gounod’s opera La Colombe. Though Poulenc had written
them, as he said “alla Gounod,” Stravinsky claimed “nothing is more Poulenc than those
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recitatives.”130 While this instance was not as much a borrowing as it was an exercise in
emulating Gounod’s style, Poulenc takes this compliment as a sign of hope for music that
stems from the works of others. Thinking about Stravinsky’s comment six years after the
premiere of the revised La Colombe, Poulenc mused, “even if the fruit surpasses the
promise of the flowers, it no longer has their scent,” perhaps implying that works derived
from others become new works even if they are derived.131

Admiration for the Past and Those Who Revive It
My meeting with Landowska was indeed a vital occurrence in my career. My feelings for
Wanda Landowska mix artistic respect with human affection. I’m proud to be her friend
and can never express all I owe to her. It was she who provided me with the key to Bach’s
harpsichord music. It was she who taught me all I know about our French harpsichordists.
The amazing thing about Landowska is that she brings the music of the past to immediate
life. And with her there’s no pedantry, no musical overload.
—Francis Poulenc, Interviews with Claude Rostand
As I have established, Poulenc expressed a deep reverence for composers before
him and was not shy when talking about his idols. He once remarked that he would not
“recognize any musician as a true artist if he doesn’t understand Mozart and Schubert”
and that despite the distance in time between his work and Schubert’s, he claimed “to be

This revised version of La Colombe was spearheaded by Sergei Diaghilev, who wished for a
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Gounod’s original writing. Poulenc and Bruyr, 126.
130

This phrase gets lost in translation, and likely refers to a phrase from a poem by François de
Malherbe, “Et les fruits passeront la promesse des fleurs,” meaning “and the fruits will surpass
the promise of the flowers.” Malherbe uses wordplay to convey the phrase’s sentiment through its
phonic qualities. The “f” and “ss” in “fruits” and “passeront” appear in “promesse” and “fleurs,”
creating a phonic chiasmus.
131

41

trying to follow in [Schubert’s] wake.”132 As Fulcher explains, “For Poulenc…the past
was not a foreign object to appropriate, or a challenging technical construct, but rather a
part of his own identity.”133 Poulenc contemplated French music of the past in his
writings, a topic that was on the minds of many French composers and musicians of the
early twentieth century, due to political unrest and the early music revival movements.
The idea of looking back to a “history” of music did not occur on a large scale for
quite some time in the history of Western Music. The early nineteenth century brought
about a pronounced interest in pre-Classical music, most famously with Felix
Mendelssohn reviving Bach’s St. Matthew’s Passion in 1829.134 While some focus on an
idea of older music occurred in eighteenth-century England with the Antient Concert
Series, the nineteenth century accelerated early music revival in the rest of Europe.135
Over the century, institutions focused on early music appeared as composers like Bach
were rediscovered, early music concert series arose, and historical instruments were
given new life. In France, the early music revival occurred during a time of great political
turmoil, which affected music rather directly, as the government funded the arts.136 With
Francis Poulenc, interview by André Laphin, “A Hundred Years after His Death, A Master is
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the country’s widespread insecurity resulting from their loss of the Franco-Prussian War
in 1870, French composers of the time decided to look to early French music instead of
nineteenth-century French music. This shift to placing value on early music instead of
music of nineteenth-century composers was due to the widely-held view that nineteenthcentury French music represented a decline in their country’s music.137 Issues of national
identity, style, and heritage affected the twists and turns of French early music revival,
which accounted for music going back to the Medieval period.
One individual in particular around Poulenc’s orbit (albeit briefly) was Vincent
d’Indy (1851-1931), one of the founders of the Schola Cantorum, an institution heavily
involved in early music revival.138 Though Poulenc did not attend the Schola, Auric,
Satie, Koechlin, Landowska, and Milhaud all were either students or teachers there. The
Schola emphasized a curriculum focused on early music techniques such as plainchant
and polyphony in the style of Palestrina.139 While the Schola was important for early
music revivals across several regions, some, including Debussy, found it to be too
focused on non-French music.140 This attitude was a product of France’s early twentiethcentury departure from Germanic style in favor of music that felt innately French. On the
other hand, the Schola was part of an effort to restore French music to its “indigenous
roots,” as d’Indy held the Wagnerian sentiment that their music had been misrepresented
137
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by French-Jewish composers like Meyerbeer, who neither he, nor Wagner, considered
truly French.141 Les Six, as Cocteau framed them, did not share these beliefs, and desired
a different vision of the future of French music as post-war composers.142
Moving to Poulenc’s own social network, many of the people within his circle
shared his interests, and pondered the same questions concerning French music of the
past. Poulenc documented an early example of acting on his desire to find others with the
same passion for the past when describing a letter he received from Debussy. He
recounted:
[Debussy’s] constant wish was to revive the tradition of Rameau and Couperin.
The only proof I need is the letter he wrote to me in 1915; I was then 16.
Pretending to be a young Belgian critic passing through Paris, I asked him, as I
did Saint-Saëns, d’Indy, Ravel and Roussel, his opinion of César Franck; in order
to get his autograph as you may have guessed. As you can see, his reply was a
brief, eloquent plea on behalf of our harpsichordists.
Dear Sir, In these times we must try to recover our ancient traditions, those
whose beauty we have neglected, a beauty they have not sealed to contain.
But the respect owing to César Franck compels us to state that he is one of
the greatest composers of Flanders…Yours faithfully, Claude Debussy.143
Though Les Six took a stand against the Debussyian path of French music,
Poulenc would likely not have done so in a way that disparaged Debussy, and at least
Auric also agreed to some extent that the composer could be separated from his
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“aesthetic.” For Les Six, Debussyism represented a tiresome aesthetic of Impressionism,
which Auric described as demonstrating “a corruption of strength and a perversion of
feeling.”144 Their antagonism of Impressionism was in the hopes of a “healthy, clear, and
robust music” for France that was “as decidedly French as Stravinsky’s is Slav,” as
Poulenc wrote.145 Both admired (or in Poulenc’s case, adored) Debussy and wished to
move away from his aesthetic as representative of their country’s music. Milhaud
similarly expressed concern for Debussy’s Impressionism, and suggested it muddied the
line of French composition, which was above all concerned with melody.146
While Les Six expressed anti-Debussyian sentiments, Poulenc would never shy
away from his admiration for the composer who played such a large part in his musical
childhood. Poulenc’s love for Debussy exemplifies his investment in French music, and
likely stems from ideas of nationalism, though more specifically in a musical sense.
Poulenc, as Bernac recounted, was not prone to discuss politics, even though he served
(albeit briefly) in both world wars.147 His ambivalence to politics can be seen in how he
discussed his feelings about WWI, admitting he was preoccupied with the artistic and
musical scene of Paris instead of with thoughts of nationalism:
The 1914 war so little resembled our present wars that at only eighty kilometers
from the German lines Paris was in a lather about the famous Picasso-Matisse
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exhibition, the first performance of Parade, or the premiere of Apollinaire’s Les
Mamelles de Tirésias.148
Fulcher explains how Poulenc had an interest in French popular culture “of both the past
and present,” and “sought continuity across time.”149 As someone who composed in the
postwar period, Poulenc, as well as Les Six, felt the need to question the value of national
versus universalist (or foreign) styles.150 This kind of intellectual conflict likely led
Poulenc to “innovative neoclassicism” as a study of French culture.151
In the wake of early music revivals, Poulenc’s contemplation of French
composers of the past like Franck and Couperin demonstrates a similar interest in revival,
but in this innovative neoclassical sense. Poulenc thought about what his fellow French
composers owe to them or how they could best continue their legacy. He described the
moral of his experience with Debussy (quoted above), saying “to write music that is
entirely our own, whether it comes from Couperin, Berlioz or Bizet, that is the lesson of
Debussy, a lesson that should be heeded, more than ever, by young French composers.”152
The sense of personality being central to a composer’s choices becomes even deeper, as
Poulenc ties himself to French composers of the past as a legacy.
Poulenc spoke about composers of the past with a feeling of reverence, which also
translated into his music. Poulenc’s compositions as a whole are relatively conservative
He would become preoccupied with the war when he began his service, but during his time in
the military he still devoted himself to composing. Poulenc, My Friends and Myself, 73.
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in genre and instrumentation. Besides his use of harpsichord in two pieces, Poulenc wrote
for standard instruments of the nineteenth century, and his genres were wholly traditional,
mainly focusing on chamber music, keyboard music, concerti, choral music, and art
songs. Even more traditional, much of Poulenc’s instrumental music was nonprogrammatic and made use of Classical forms such as modified ternary, rondo, and other
forms that involve repetition or thematic recall.153 Adding his own more modern
harmonic and melodic touches, Poulenc avoids reiterating the Classical style verbatim,
but still demonstrates a deep respect and affinity for the past in his music.
The early music revival movement’s influence in the form of the Schola
Cantorum, as well as the changes made to the Conservatoire’s curriculum, would have
been present in Poulenc’s social circle, though not in his own education. Because
Poulenc’s knowledge of historical music is not the result of formal study, it must have
been gleaned from his social network and musical experiences. Poulenc’s idea of the
musical past likely comes from listening to this kind of music or learning about it from
his peers. While his focus on music of France’s past could be interpreted as nationalistic
(or just musically nationalistic), like d’Indy, he did not limit himself to France with his
interests. Having heard the music of Scarlatti, Mozart, and Schubert in his youth, Poulenc
found inspiration in music from the past not only as a nationalistic pursuit. His focus on

Notably, Poulenc does not make use of sonata allegro form. Keith W. Daniel, “Francis
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harpsichord music in particular came after meeting Polish harpsichordist Wanda
Landowska (1879-1959) in his mid-twenties.154
Poulenc wholeheartedly admired Landowska and her twentieth-century revival of
the harpsichord.155 Poulenc met Landowska in 1923 while visiting the house of Princess
Edmond de Polignac with his teacher, Viñes, and he was immediately taken with her
talent.156 Their friendship survived Landowska’s displacement from Europe during WWII
and lasted to her death.157 After getting to know Landowska and spending enough time
with her to be able to recount her schedule down to the minute, Poulenc became quite
passionate about the music of French harpsichordists as well as that of Bach and
Scarlatti.158 With Landowska, Poulenc familiarized himself with harpsichord music very
well, and consequently developed a distaste for Baroque music played on modern
instruments, as Landowska was an influential part of the historical performance
movement.159

Landowska also performed at the Schola, playing Bach concerti on the piano, but she soon
stopped, advocating for harpsichord revival and historical performance. Poulenc and Rostand, in
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Landowska believed that music written for the harpsichord would lose certain
particularities when played on modern instruments; however, her goal was not to recreate
Baroque music, but to give it new life.160 She made a point to reinterpret pieces with her
own musical intuition, rather than obsessively follow Baroque performance practice
treatises.161 She admitted that “at no time in the course of my work have I ever tried to
reproduce exactly what the old masters did,” knowing that her performances were “very
far from the historical truth.”162 Nevertheless, her performances of early harpsichord
music and persistence in harpsichord revival were highly influential for both the
historical performance movement and the early music revival movement.163 At her
request, Poulenc wrote his Concert champêtre, the harpsichord concerto, with Landowska
as the intended soloist.
Around the 1950s, Poulenc hosted several radio programs, one of which he
dedicated entirely to the life and career of Landowska. Between the selections of
recordings of Landowska’s performances, he recounted memories of their friendship and
talked about how much he admired her. Despite this program happening around twenty
years after Poulenc completed the Concert champêtre for Landowska, Poulenc did not
160

Brown, 38-39.

161

Brown, 39.

Wanda Landowska, Landowska on Music, ed. Denise Restout, Robert Hawkins (New York:
Stein and Day, 1964), 355.
162

For more influential views about historical authenticity in performance, see the essays in
Kenyon; Richard Taruskin, Daniel Leech-Wilkinson, and Robert Winter, “The Limits of
Authenticity: A Discussion,” Early Music 12, no. 1 (February 1984): 3-25; Joseph Kerman, “The
Historical Performance Movement,” in Contemplating Music: Challenges to Musicology,
182-217 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985); Richard Taruskin, “The Modern
Sound of Early Music,” in Text and Act: Essays on Music and Performance, 164-72 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995).
163

49

include a recording of the piece in the program, perhaps as a gesture of modesty. In the
broadcast, Poulenc remarked, “I have always professed a real worship for this prodigious
artist whose influence on my own music has been great,” and “Landowska’s whole life,
from an early age, was dedicated to this resurrection of harpsichord music. Allow me to
speak about her more intimately, since I am proud to be one of her friends.”164 Lastly, he
mentioned “I will stay for hours and hours to hear Landowska play Bach on the
harpsichord.”165
Poulenc explained his admiration for Landowska in his discussions of the
harpsichord, which he called an “instrument so unjustly disparaged.”166 Poulenc’s idea of
the harpsichord being “disparaged” stems from the idea that the harpsichord had a
waning presence as an instrument, despite Baroque music persisting in repertoire of his
time. For Poulenc, it was upsetting that there was both not much new music written for
harpsichord, and also that Baroque music written for harpsichord was often played on
pianos. This love and respect for the harpsichord in conjunction with his own talent as a
pianist made Poulenc part of the camp that rejected piano performances of pieces meant
for harpsichord or organ, which he called “as dumb and pretentious as a reduction of a

Poulenc, À bâtons rompus, 189-90, my translation of: “Je professe depuis toujours un véritable
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fragment of Michelangelo by a lady copyist of the Sistine Chapel.”167 As described
above, Landowska’s role in the historical performance movement likely inspired Poulenc
to hold these views, and the two must have felt some kinship, having both started as
pianists, meaning they likely played works originally meant for harpsichord while
learning piano.168 Poulenc did not end up learning to play the harpsichord, however.
Among others who revived the past, Poulenc also quite admired Manuel de Falla
(1876-1946), who he met in 1918 through Viñes. Falla was an older composer who was
nearing the end of his career around the time Poulenc was reaching his first successes, but
his later compositions were quite inspirational to Poulenc. He especially admired Falla’s
El Retablo de Maese Pedro, a puppet opera whose premiere Poulenc attended.169 About
the work itself, Poulenc admired the orchestration and also commented:
Because of the form that's peculiar to it, neither cantata, oratorio or opera, the
Retablo has always seemed to me to be a “musical object,” like those
masterpieces by Renaissance goldsmiths where the most precious stones are set
pell-mell, but with what genius, in a superb mount.170
Three years after the premiere in 1923, Poulenc dedicated his Trio pour hautbois, basson,
et piano to Falla, saying with the work he wanted “to show him as best [he] could [his]
loving admiration.”171
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The last person I will discuss whose love of the past was inspirational to Poulenc
is Nadia Boulanger (1887-1979), who aided Poulenc in many of his works that dealt with
what he thought of as “ancient music.”172 Boulanger, a Conservatoire-trained composer
and teacher,173 had more knowledge concerning early music, and helped Poulenc fill in
the gaps at times, since he lacked that background. Boulanger was a large part of the
early twentieth-century’s revival of early music as a composition teacher and as a
performer. She believed that “early music was an essential part of a well-rounded
musician’s education,” though she was not as invested in the revival of historical
instruments as Landowska.174 With Boulanger, Poulenc was exposed to more music of
the past, perhaps Monteverdi, Rameau, and Bach, and likely to other early composers.175
A copy of Boulanger’s curriculum for early music history from 1932-33 reveals she
began her lessons with the Ancient Greek modes, and went on to cover Medieval chant,
the troubadours, organum, and monody’s development to polyphony.176 These subjects
would not always have been covered in the classes taught by teachers of her same time,
making her an influential figure for the early music revival.
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Boulanger gave Poulenc compositional advice, research materials, and even
conducted some of his works.177 Poulenc said once to Boulanger that if she enjoyed his
Concert champêtre, “I will be happy because very often while working I think of your
judgement, one of the rare ones which counts for me.”178 Ever since their first exchange
of letters in September 1925, Poulenc and Boulanger were good friends and
collaborators, but more than that, Boulanger was an advisor, whose guidance he used in
particular for the Suite Française d’après Claude Gervaise, the Organ Concerto, and
some of his sacred choral works.179 He claimed that “it’s to her I owe my curiosity about
this ancient music, as I owe to Landowska my deeper appreciation of the harpsichord
composers.”180 Putting Landowska and Boulanger on the same level, Poulenc
demonstrates a great deal of respect for these two musical minds, both of them ending up
being longtime friends of Poulenc.

Poulenc: Proudly Himself
I made the decision a long time ago to put the unusual harmony and the common-orgarden cadence into the same pot. Once can’t live all the time on sharks’ fins, swallows’
nests, carps’ roe and rose jam. I detest in equal measure synthetic cuisine, synthetic
perfume and synthetic art—I want garlic with my leg of mutton, real rose perfume and
music that says clearly what it wants to say, even if it has to use vulgar words. I praise
banality…if it is intentional, felt, earthy and not born of weakness.
—Francis Poulenc, “In Praise of Banality”
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Surveying what Poulenc had to say about himself and his own music reveals that
he felt proud of his contributions, but never boastful. Poulenc frequently talked about
music of other composers and hesitated to place himself on the same level as others. For
example, while discussing modernist style and his Le bal masqué, he wrote “If I was not
nervous about mentioning famous examples in an article in which I shall be speaking
about myself, I should cite: Wagner, Debussy, Ravel,” followed by the names of several
other famous composers.181 Though he certainly recognized himself as a musical legacy
of his teachers and of his nationality, Poulenc tended to dampen his words when
discussing himself.
Poulenc once expressed a restrained view of himself in an interview with Henri
Hell around the time Poulenc was composing his opera La Voix humaine. Because
Poulenc worked on this opera shortly after his most celebrated opera, Dialogues des
Carmélites, Hell asked him about his thinking regarding the major stylistic shift between
the two operas. The two operas are starkly different, as the Dialogues resembles a French
Grand Opera, while La Voix humaine is a one-woman one-act, making this question quite
reasonable. To Hell, Poulenc responded:
Yes, some people may be surprised by this choice, just as they were by the
Dialogues after my comic opera [Les Mamelles de Tirésias]. But, musically, the
two works have roots in common. The same composer has written them both,
with the same pen and the same ink: I think that, despite the difference in
inspiration, the musical language is the same.182
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For someone who writes so colorfully and laudatorily about others like Stravinsky,
Mozart, and Schubert, Poulenc writes about himself with an exceedingly modest attitude.
Though ready to stand up in defense of the music of others, the most high praise Poulenc
reserves for himself is generally found in his letters, where he might say how pleased he
is with a piece, how he thinks the person reading the letter will like it, or something else
along those lines. Perhaps his most famous instance of modesty lies in Poulenc’s feelings
about Dialogues des Carmélites. In a frequently cited quote, Poulenc says, “it seems that
my Carmelites can only sing tonal music. You must forgive them.”183 While he may have
said this facetiously, the quote makes Poulenc seem to apologize for a choice he felt he
had to make, rather than something he felt proud to do as a composer.
Poulenc was aware of the effect of being so humble, especially after an interview
in America, where he reacted quite modestly to an eager journalist who claimed, among
other things, that Schumann and Schubert would have admired Poulenc’s mélodies. This
interaction resulted in an article Poulenc summarized as reading, “‘with a charming
modesty, Francis Poulenc admits to us that outside of his art songs, his music isn’t worth
squat.’”184 Poulenc introduced this entry in his journal documenting his tour of America
in the early 1950s with a word of advice: to never be modest in America. This modesty is

This quote is found in countless publications about Dialogues des Carmélites and I have yet to
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(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 313.
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also found in Poulenc’s perspective of where he stands in relation to other composers,
stylistically.
In the previously quoted article about Le bal masqué, he wrote about not being the
kind of composer to “search for the unusual chord, the striking harmony, the new
system,” and how rather than creating his own “syntax,” he arranged “known materials in
a new order.”185 This sentiment is, as Poulenc points out, neither boastful nor selfdeprecating, but honest—which, in the realm of composers, comes off as more modest.
With composition being a generally competitive field, many composers might view their
careers more individualistically, and yet Poulenc sees himself as part of a community,
allowing for more humility. The honesty in Poulenc’s compositional mindset reflects a
composer who did not set out to revolutionize or discover anything new in music, rather,
one who wished to continue the tradition of composition and remain true to his personal
taste and style.
Poulenc describes his style quite basically, implying that because his style is
intuitive for him, it is a result of his own will, claiming, “I remain faithful to the true
essence of my nature, I do what comes naturally to me, what suits me, what pleases me
and, believe me: at my age, the new-look doesn’t work!”186 One stylistic marker that does
seem to come naturally is what one might call “wrong-note dissonance,” as Poulenc
implies using in the quote introducing this section when he mentions placing unusual
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harmony with garden-variety cadences in the same pot.187 Keith Daniel makes another
fair characterization of Poulenc’s stylistic markers, stating that Poulenc’s melodic choices
were “indicative of [his] propensity for writing tunes,” as Poulenc had a gift as a melodist
and used some of the techniques from his mélodies in other genres among his works.188
I use all of the examples of Poulenc’s modesty not to say that he was purely
humble and had no faith in himself, as that would be incorrect. Poulenc did in fact take
pride in having this modest attitude toward music, as he noted in a letter to André
Schaeffner, an important music critic:
I know very well that I am not one of the composers who will have innovated
harmonically like Igor [Stravinsky], Ravel or Debussy but I think that there is
room for new music that is satisfied with the chords of others. Wasn’t this the case
with Mozart, Schubert? Time will also strengthen the personality of my harmonic
style. Didn’t we believe for a long time that Ravel, little master, was an epigone of
Debussy and nothing more? By telling you all of this clumsily, I am responding to
certain implied criticisms that some people often make about me.189
This statement reveals that Poulenc was aware of how he fit into the musical dialogue of
his time, but also that he did not think he had any less to offer. By situating himself as
having a similar mindset as Schubert and Mozart, some of his compositional role models,
Poulenc’s use of wrong-note dissonance might have to do with his admiration of and
friendship with Stravinsky, who uses the technique especially in his Concerto for Piano and Wind
Instruments, written in 1924. While Stravinsky uses it consistently in this piece, Poulenc tends to
implement the technique at cadences or points of arrival for a jarring kind of emphasis.
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Poulenc implies that he is continuing a great tradition of developing one’s own style and
not constantly searching for ways to innovate further. He also invokes one of his
contemporaries, Ravel, to give proof that he, too, can be successful while drawing on
techniques of composers past. Here, we see Poulenc as confident in what he has to offer
and taking pride in his “banality,” as he might describe it.
Taking into account his attitude toward progressive composers, who he feels are
“drunk on ‘rare harmonies,’” and “have got into the habit of finding perfect cadences
banal,” Poulenc’s humility seems unrelated to his commitment to authenticity.190 Instead,
I interpret his humility as feeling the weight of joining his perceived musical legacy by
taking ownership of one’s musical influences and writing music “that is entirely our own,
whether it comes from Couperin, Berlioz or Bizet,” a lesson he defined as learning from
Debussy.191 Poulenc expresses his feelings of responsibility as a part of a legacy in his
descriptions of seeing Debussy in a dress shop as a child saying “I was stunned, as
though suddenly Mozart had materialized in front of me,” meeting Stravinsky for the first
time and feeling “utterly intimidated,” and in his review of a concert featuring Ravel,
when he noted:
It must be admitted that, just like having a picture of Raphael next to yours on a
dado rail, sharing a festival with Mozart is a fierce, not to say insurmountable
challenge. When, after the sublime Adagio and Fugue, the orchestra launched into
the opening bars of the Rapsodie espagnole, with what delight I realized, the other
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day, that Ravel was one of the greats, even beside the greatest, because I would in
truth sacrifice the whole of music for Mozart’s.192
Poulenc’s childhood, informal training, and social network all helped frame his
mindset toward composition, one that is authentic, honest, and mindful of one’s place
within a musical legacy. Poulenc carries these ideals not only in his writing, but also in
his music. By implementing techniques like quotation (and alteration of those quotes) and
usage of musical signatures of past eras within his own more freely tonal framework,
Poulenc achieves a neoclassical style that is not derivative or lazy, but refreshing,
reverential, and personal.
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IV: Musical Manifestations of Poulenc’s Ideology

Poulenc As a Neoclassical Composer
Until 1923, the French use of the terms “néo-classique” or “néo-classicisme”
related to the fields of architecture, literature, and poetry, all of which made efforts to
return to Greek (“Classical”) antiquity.193 The word also had a role in music as a
pejorative, especially for those around the time of WWI.194 Before WWI, the term was
used derogatorily to describe nineteenth-century German composers who used
eighteenth-century instrumental forms. Messing explains that some believed these
German composers “sacrificed originality and depth of musical substance for the abject
imitation of structure.”195 When Schloezer used the term in the musical context in an
article about Stravinsky, he made sure to use it rather cautiously, aware of its negative
connotation.196 Post-WWI, Schloezer’s usage of the term symbolized the beginning of
“neoclassicism” as a positive, or at least neutral descriptor.
Neoclassicists can vary drastically in style and intent, making the term
“neoclassicist” less analytically useful for some situations. Some neoclassicists wrote

193

Le Petit Robert, rev. ed., s.vv. “Néo-Classique,” “Néo-Classicisme;” Wheeldon, 461.

194

Messing, “Polemic as History,” 489.

195

Messing, “Polemic as History,” 482.

196

Wheeldon, 461.

60

music that falls into the category of anti-expressionism, like Stravinsky, with works like
his Octet (1923) or Mavra (1921-22). Both works make use of traditional idioms in form,
genre, and technique, but notably diverge from convention in their instrumentation. In
these works, Stravinsky either removed or minimized the presence of string instruments
because they were too expressive for his compositional vision.197 Other neoclassicists
composed in ways that would showcase the sensibilities of traditional styles, which is the
case with Ravel and his Tombeau de Couperin (1914-17). Here, Ravel uses Baroque
forms with his own contemporary harmonies all played by the modern piano, instead of a
Baroque instrument. The piece represents a reimagined Baroque suite by maintaining
traditional form alongside new harmony and instrumentation, without a sense of antiexpressionism, as the piece had a personal element in its dedications.198
Generally and unfortunately, the neoclassicists of the twentieth century tend to be
seen as less compelling because they are often placed in this binary narrative of
neoclassicism versus seemingly more progressive camps of music.199 Because we often
look at music history as linear, similarly to how someone like Schoenberg viewed music
as evolving and progressing to serialism as a kind of apex, the neoclassical composers
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end up appearing less creative since they are not completely upheaving convention.200
Many have attempted to remedy this situation with the mindset Whittall expresses when
he notes that “it is notably unrewarding to attempt to separate what is innovatory… from
what is more obviously traditional.”201 Instead of looking at neoclassicism as regressive,
derivative, or as parody, neoclassicism has recently been regarded as “expressing a
distinctly contemporary multiplicity of awareness.”202 As neoclassicists are many and
varied, they have a wide variety of reasons for composing in the style they did. For
Poulenc, it is his admiration for the past, feelings about being a musical legacy, and his
distaste for the techniques of his radical contemporaries which place him in the
neoclassical camp of music.
To better define Poulenc’s neoclassicist ideology around musical legacy, consider
some other philosophical positions. Situating the styles and perception of twentiethcentury composers, Joseph Straus asserts that most composers of the time were connected
to music of the past, but in different ways.203 Even composers perceived to be the most
progressive have some kind of artistic influence, and each composer’s circumstances of
influence can be interpreted in three ways. Straus organizes these modes of artistic
influence into: (1) artistic influence as “immaturity,” (2) artistic influence as “generosity,”
Schoenberg’s idea is his “Emancipation of Dissonance.” Arnold Schoenberg, “Composition
with Twelve Tones,” in Style and Idea, ed. Dika Newlin (New York: Philosophical Library, Open
Road Integrated Media, 2014), 121-24.
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Joseph N. Straus, “Toward a Theory of Musical Influence,” in Remaking the Past: Musical
Modernism and the Influence of the Tonal Tradition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1990), 1-2.
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and (3) artistic influence as “anxiety.”204 Straus explains that the final mode of artistic
influence, coined by Harold Bloom, occurs when “influence…crucially defines every
work” and “the relationship between artists and their predecessors is not one of generous
and mutually beneficial borrowing, but one of anxiety, anger, and repression.”205 This
mode of influence, I believe, does not fit with Straus’s assertion of a more neutral
impulse behind modernist composers:
Twentieth-century composers incorporate traditional elements not out of
compositional laziness and lack of imagination, and not because those elements fit
so seamlessly into their post-tonal musical syntax, but precisely as a way to
grapple with their musical heritage. They invoke the past in order to reinterpret
it.206
For Poulenc, emulation or quotation of composers of the past is crucial because he sees
his predecessors as a kind of ancestral resource to draw upon for compositional guidance,
which relates to the idea of artistic influence as generosity. Stemming from T.S. Eliot,
artistic influence as generosity is an attitude where one would “see influences as
enriching in an artist,” and “a sign not of incapacity but of value—the more fully the
tradition is assimilated, the better the artist.”207 Just as for Eliot “the relationship between
poets and their predecessors [is] one of mutual generosity,” where “earlier poets
generously pass their work along as part of a shared tradition,” so too would Poulenc say
“Influence as immaturity” refers to the notion that a composer references the past because they
do not have their own compositional identity yet, so they use the material of their mentors or role
models. Straus, 9.
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his borrowings and references extend a musical legacy and better his compositional
skills.208
Poulenc, being a composer with less formal compositional training than his
Conservatoire-trained friends, composes from a place of wanting to make music that
matches his tastes and beliefs, meaning his music can resemble other music he admires.
This is why he never feels ashamed to reference or borrow others’ material; he believes
he is part of a musical heritage and knows what success sounds like, which encourages
him to emulate that success. I also interpret that musical “heritage” further to evoke
family in the positive sense, which, in Straus’s examples of artistic influence, can range
from a source of pride to almost Oedipal violence, depending on whether the influence
comes from generosity or anxiety. Poulenc uses familial terminology in his writing when
discussing his influences, such as calling Chabrier his grandfather, which honors his
forebears, and implies heritage as a prized birthright, rather than a familial curse.209

Musical Borrowings as Heritage
Many of Poulenc’s works demonstrate that the composer did follow through on
his own ideals, and that his outlook on music was never absent from the work he
composed. Poulenc published a diary about his mélodies, his Diary of My Songs (Journal
de mes mélodies) in which he presented his intentions and feelings about each piece. In
208
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One might speculate that the transmission of influence between parent and child is particularly
pertinent for someone like Poulenc who lost his parents in his youth, suggesting perhaps that he
pays homage to those who raised him musically. Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols,
274.
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several of these descriptions, Poulenc reveals that some of these works contain references
to works by other composers. Often the idea behind these borrowings of extant work
stems from a sense of homage, whereby Poulenc can give his compositional role models
a place within his works in order to communicate his lineage of musical influence.
Sometimes these influences are quite easy to see, and other times it is a more spiritual
connection. One of these spiritual references is in his mélodie “La grenouillère,” or “The
Froggery.”
Here, Poulenc identifies where he borrowed material in his own piece, but not
what he borrowed from exactly. In the Diary of my Songs, he only says, “Two bars recall
Mussorgsky. It would be childish to hide this influence; such a subterfuge would be
repugnant to me.”210 Bernac (who performed Poulenc’s mélodies with the composer at
the piano) identifies those two measures as mm. 14-15, at the text “Petits bateaux vous
me faites bien de la peine,” and Carl Schmidt identifies the Mussorgsky work referenced
as The Nursery, a song cycle which Poulenc heard in his youth.211 The closest argument
for borrowing would be that some of the melodic motions of the two measures of Poulenc
have parallels in the first piece of The Nursery, “С няней” or “With Nanny.” As
discussed in section III, because Poulenc considered himself as part of Mussorgsky’s
musical heritage, merely the presence of The Nursery in Poulenc’s consciousness while
writing “La grenouillère” would be enough to be considered an homage.
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The French lyric translates roughly to “little boats, you make me quite sad.” Bernac, 67;
Schmidt, Entrancing Muse, 255.
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Like “La grenouillère,” this next piece, the second mélodie in his Deux mélodies,
“Nuage” (“Cloud”), represents an instance where Poulenc had someone else’s music in
mind in a less tangible way. Composing thusly, Poulenc pays a very personal homage to a
mood or a feeling of another composer’s piece as he himself experienced it. In “Nuage,”
he compares the poetry of the piece to Franz Liszt’s Valse oubliée. Poulenc explains that
“the cascade of modulations which underlies [this excerpt of the poem] is not without an
echo of the Valse oubliée of Liszt, no doubt because during these last few days I have
been listening to the old recording, divine, of Horowitz.”212 Here, Poulenc is quite
ambiguous about his reference. Instead of making a connection between the music of
either piece, Poulenc makes a connection between some of the poem’s text to Liszt’s
modulations within the Valse oubliée.213 This less tangible connection also makes sense
given the difference in genre between “Nuage” as a mélodie and Valse oubliée no. 1 as a
solo virtuosic piano work. Poulenc’s statement relates more likely to his reverence to
Liszt and Vladimir Horowitz as fellow pianists, which occupied his mind while
composing “Nuage.”
Just as Poulenc had Liszt on his mind while writing “Nuage,” Poulenc was
listening to Mozart while writing his Concerto for Two Pianos in 1932, but this time his
borrowing was far more direct than with the spiritual borrowing in the mélodie. The
second movement of the concerto contains a striking reference to the second movement
Here, instead of the bracketed content, Poulenc inserts an excerpt of the poetry itself, written
by Laurence de Beylié. Poulenc, Diary of my Songs, 107, 133.
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(“Romanze”) of Mozart’s Piano Concerto no. 20, K. 466. The borrowing itself is
straightforward: the movements start almost identically, with some slight melodic
alterations in Poulenc’s quotation. Looking beyond the melodic figures of each example,
Poulenc even chooses the same key as Mozart’s second movement: B♭ major, the
submediant of the overall work’s key of D minor. Though Mozart’s concerto is for one
piano and Poulenc’s is for two, both movements start with one piano playing alone. This
obvious borrowing is not a coincidence, as Poulenc admits:
In the Larghetto of this Concerto I permitted myself, for the first theme, to return
to Mozart, because I have a fondness for the melodic line, and I prefer Mozart to
all other musicians. If the movement begins alla Mozart, it quickly diverges at the
entrance of the second piano, toward a style that was familiar to me at the time.214
In a letter to Igor Markevitch, Poulenc further reveals that he had been playing Mozart’s
concerti along with those of Liszt, Ravel, and Markevitch’s Partita while composing this
concerto.215

Figure 1. Above, Francis Poulenc Concerto for two pianos, mvt. 2, “Larghetto,” mm. 1-7; below,
W.A. Mozart Piano Concerto no. 20 in D minor, K. 466, mvt. 2, “Romanze,” mm. 1-7216
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Francis Poulenc, Concerto en r mineur pour deux pianos et orchestre: r duction pour 2
pianos par l'auteur, ed. Poulenc (Paris: Rouart, Lerolle & Cie., 1933); Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart, Piano Concerto no. 20 in D minor, ed. Series XVI editors (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel,
1878).
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Continuing on with the composer’s clear-cut borrowings, we come to Poulenc’s
song cycle La Fraîcheur et le feu, which contains a clear reference to a piece by
Stravinsky. About the borrowing he says, “these songs are dedicated to Stravinsky
because in a kind of way they stem from him. The third one, in fact, borrows the tempo
and the harmonic progression from the final cadence of his Serenade in A for piano.”217
Looking at the piano accompaniment in the third piece of La Fraîcheur et le feu, “Tout
disparut…” in comparison to the fourth movement of the Serenade, “Cadenza finale,” the
similarity is more than apparent.

Figure 2. Left, Poulenc La Fraîcheur et le feu, no. 3 “Tout disparut…” mm. 1-5; right, Igor
Stravinsky Serenade in A, mvt. 4, “Cadenza finale” mm. 1-6218

Poulenc repurposed Stravinsky’s musical motive and made it piano
accompaniment, something Poulenc had quite the eye for as a pianist who had extensive
experience as an accompanist. In the style of a good cover or sample, Poulenc transforms
the purpose of Stravinsky’s solo piano writing and uses it to support the vocalist’s line.
Here, Straus would describe Poulenc’s Stravinsky quotation as a form of
“marginalization,” meaning that Poulenc took an element that was central to a work and
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Francis Poulenc, La Fraîcheur et le feu (Paris: Max Eschig, 1951); Igor Stravinsky, Sérénade
en la = Serenade in A: en quatre mouvements pour piano, ed. Albert Spalding (London: Édition
russe de musique, 1947).
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relegated it to a more peripheral (in this case, secondary) role.219 The only curious part of
Poulenc's statement is that he does not, in fact, borrow the tempo of the “Cadenza finale,”
which is !"= 84, because Poulenc’s is !"= 69. Indeed, none of the movements of the song
cycle match Stravinsky’s tempo. Poulenc ends up borrowing from Stravinsky in even
more of his works, such as the stretto of Les Biches, which references Pulcinella, and the
opening of the Poèmes de Ronsard, which resembles Mavra.220
Poulenc’s Sextuor (1932, rev. 1939) and Concerto pour orgue, cordes et timbales
(1938) both involve references to works of the composer’s elders, again in a more direct
and intentional fashion.221 Both pieces involve almost a direct quotation of an extant,
fairly well known melody. For the Sextet, in the second movement, “Divertissement,”
Poulenc conspicuously quotes the main theme of Mozart’s Piano Sonata no. 16 in C, K.
545 (also known as the Sonata facile). In the Organ Concerto, the first movement begins
almost identically to the beginning of J.S. Bach’s Fantasia and Fugue in G minor, BWV
542. These two borrowings are carried out similarly, as the references are noticeable, and
the quoted works are famous enough that a musically-educated audience could recognize
them; however, I argue they occur for different reasons. While the organ concerto as a
genre matches up with the function behind a fantasia and fugue for solo organ, the sextet
is more separate from the format of a piano sonata, which leads the quotations to serve
different purposes: one is used as guidance and one is used nostalgically. This issue of
219
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compatibility as well as Poulenc’s mindset at the time of each piece factor in greatly to
his reasons behind borrowing.

Figure 3. Above, Poulenc Sextuor, mvt. 2, “Divertissement” mm. 1-2; below, Mozart Piano Sonata
no. 16, K. 545, mvt. 1, mm. 1-5222

Poulenc’s Sextet involves a drastic shift in format between his work and the
borrowed work, changing genre and instrumentation of the original Mozart melody from
piano sonata to sextet with the melody played by oboe. In addition, the Mozart reference
occurs at the beginning of the second movement of the Sextet, as opposed to its original
occurrence where it begins the sonata. The “Divertissement,” by name and by virtue of its
placement as second in three movements, must provide a contrast to the first and third
movement, and Poulenc does so with tempo and harmonic color. Judging by his choice of
setting this quotation in D♭"Lydian, Poulenc could have intended for this section to pique
the audience’s ear, opting to invoke a nostalgic and familiar melody only to unsettle it by
changing its mode. Switching from the simplest mode of Mozart’s C Ionian to D♭"
Lydian, Poulenc can bring out the melody of Mozart in a cheeky way while evoking a
wholly different mood than the jolly C major sonata. By referencing Mozart, Poulenc
Francis Poulenc, Sextuor (Copenhagen: Wilhelm Hansen, 1945); Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,
Sonaten und phantasien für das pianoforte, No. 16 (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1878).
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might have intended to alert the audience to a musical quotation with which they might
be already familiar and then allow them to hear it transformed.
The Organ Concerto’s quotation, however, seems to be a moment where Poulenc
used Bach as a guide for organ composition, the purpose behind the homage being one of
functionality. The Organ Concerto was Poulenc’s first time writing for organ, and thus he
turned to Dieterich Buxtehude, J.S. Bach, and his unofficial early music mentor,
Boulanger, for guidance concerning organ writing.223 Poulenc’s Organ Concerto, written
over a span of four years, changed thematically after his friend Pierre-Octave Ferroud
died tragically in a car accident in 1936, which was the catalyst for the composer’s
spiritual reawakening.224 Poulenc, shaken by his friend’s death, travelled to Rocamadour,
a French pilgrimage site, and took on a new appreciation for his Catholic faith, which
translated into works including his more reverent Organ Concerto. The other religious
works which resulted from this awakening eventually led to him earning the reputation of
“part monk, part naughty boy,” as his music would frequently juxtapose his “wrong-note
dissonance” with sacred contexts.225

Figure 4. Left, Poulenc Concerto pour orgue, mvt. 1, mm. 1-3; right, J.S. Bach Fantasia and Fugue in
G minor, BWV 542, mm. 1-2226
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Francis Poulenc, Concerto pour orgue, cordes et timbales (Paris: R. Deiss, 1939); Johann
Sebastian Bach, Praeludium et Fuga XII, ed. Wilhelm Rust (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1867).
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To Poulenc, who was likely aware of Bach’s organ works in the church setting
thanks to his mentors like Boulanger and Charles Koechlin, an invocation of the Fantasia
and Fugue in G minor would provide a reverence appropriate for this work, which he
considered to be “on the margins of [his] sacred music.”227 In addition, the fact that
Poulenc keeps his work in the same key as the Fantasia and Fugue suggests that Poulenc
desired to replicate the sacred atmosphere Bach achieved with his work. Here, by placing
a quotation at the beginning of the work, Poulenc achieves a reverential feeling because
he references Bach’s sacred organ writing, and also manages to pay homage to Bach’s
organ writing which he admires.228 By quoting Bach’s organ work in his own organ work,
Poulenc seems to claim that he has joined this legacy of organ composition.

Counterexample: Suite Française d’après Claude Gervaise FP 80
In the wake of all of these smaller neoclassical borrowings, I must address a work
often taken at face value as neoclassical, his Suite Française d’après Claude Gervaise, an
arrangement of his incidental music for Edouard Bourdet’s play, Margot.229 This piece
appears to be part of Poulenc’s more obviously neoclassical pieces, as it references the
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French Renaissance composer Claude Gervaise and uses the harpsichord. Katharine Ellis
even calls the piece Poulenc’s “Pulcinella,” relating his use of Gervaise’s music to
Stravinsky’s neoclassical tribute to Pergolesi, his Pulcinella suite.230 On the other hand,
its background leads me to believe that this piece does not align with Poulenc’s
ideological impulse to be neoclassical. Because of its origins as incidental music,
Poulenc’s lack of voiced interest in Renaissance music during this time, and financial
gain, the Suite Française is not a landmark of Poulenc’s neoclassical œuvre.
Poulenc wrote the Suite Française in 1935, an important year for the composer
that also brought his first film music (written for La Belle au bois dormant), first full
recital with Bernac, first settings of Paul Éluard’s poetry, and a chance to compose some
incidental music. That year, Poulenc had an opportunity to join fellow Les Six member
Auric to write incidental music for Bourdet’s play Margot, based on the Alexandre
Dumas novel La Reine Margot (1845).231 More specifically, Poulenc wrote the music for
Act II, Auric wrote the music for Act I, and they each wrote one song for Yvonne
Printemps, the star of the show (Poulenc’s song is À sa guitare, FP 79, and Auric’s is
Printemps).232 Incidental music, being heard in the background or in between scenes of a

Ellis leaves out the important detail that this work was written as incidental music. Katharine
Ellis, “Patrimoine in French Music: Layers and crosscurrents from the Romantics to the 1920s,”
in Historical Interplay of French Music and Culture 1860-1960, ed. Deborah Mawer (New York:
Routledge, 2018), 21.
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play, is meant to adhere to the aesthetic of the setting and plot, in order to provide
ambiance and situate the audience.
Considering this music was not the feature of the show and that his made up only
half of the incidental music, Poulenc was not using this opportunity to make his mark as a
composer. Instead, Poulenc's concern would be ensuring the music matched the time and/
or theme of Margot. The play itself is a work of historical fiction about Margaret of
Valois (1553-1615), Queen consort of France and Navarre. In general, Margot received
poor reviews, with the costumes, set design, and actors being the only bright spots in its
critical reception, which called the play “hopelessly dull,”233 and found “a poverty of text
and dramatic movement.”234 The reviews neglect to mention the effect of Poulenc and
Auric’s music, though Poulenc’s later arrangements of his Suite Française and À sa
guitare imply that he was proud of—or either received good feedback on—the music he
wrote. As the play was a work of historical fiction, Poulenc (and Auric) likely aimed for a
historical feel, perhaps resembling the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries during which
Margot lived.
As per his agreement with Durand, his music for Margot (including the song for
Yvonne Printemps) provided Poulenc with quite a bit of money for his effort, suggesting
a financial motive for the work. Poulenc’s contract with Durand awarded him four
thousand francs for the music he wrote for Act II, and his additional contract with Durand
The costumes and set design were done by Christian Bérard. Stern, “Plays Abroad:
MARGOT,” Variety 120, iss. 13 (December 11, 1935): 64.
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827-28, my translation of: “La pauvreté de texte et de mouvement dramatique.”
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for his song À sa guitare earned him four thousand more francs.235 The total for both
contracts in recent currency comes to almost 6,400 euros, which is almost 7,800 current
US dollars, and this would have been quite a bit of money especially for only writing half
of the music for the show.236 The music of Margot could not have been that challenging
for Poulenc, seeing as Bourdet asked him to write these works in the same year that the
play premiered, meaning both works took Poulenc less than a year to write.237
While he did not struggle once he had an idea of what to write, Poulenc did have
trouble finding a concept for his Act II music, so he consulted his friend Boulanger, who
he frequently consulted for her expertise on “ancient music.” She suggested Poulenc refer
to Claude Gervaise’s Livres de danceries, which are collections of French Renaissance
dance music. Poulenc then ended up transcribing six dances from the book and used them
in six out of seven movements he planned for the suite, the only original content being
his movement titled “Complainte.”238 The suite is scored for two oboes, two bassoons,
two trumpets, three trombones, percussion, and harpsichord (or harp ad libitum). Each of
the six movements that reference the Gervaise begin with the referenced material in its

Carl B. Schmidt, The Music of Francis Poulenc 1899-1963: A Catalogue (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1995), 241, 247.
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In order, the movements are “Bransle de Bourgogne,” “Pavane,” “Petite marche militaire,”
“Complainte,” “Bransle de Champagne,” “Sicilienne,” and “Carillon.” Schmidt, Entrancing
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original key and key signature, after which Poulenc writes some material of his own, with
varying degrees of development.239 Daniel identifies some of the new material as
“cadential phrases, melodic extensions and complements, and seemingly-unrelated
passages.”240 These movements, however, are quite short, with the entire Suite totaling in
at a maximum of fourteen minutes, though most recordings are shorter, meaning every
movement comes to a bit less than two minutes each.
Though there are no writings which explain his decision behind the title, the
addition of “d’après Claude Gervaise,” meaning “in the style of Claude Gervaise,” leads
me to believe that Poulenc did not intend for his work to taken as completely his own. By
adding “d’après Claude Gervaise,” and retaining many of the titles of the original works
he referenced, he admits to his source material. Poulenc does, however, create his own
rather inauthentic narrative with some of the titles he chose, such as the “Petite marche
militaire,” which borrows from a bransle simple, the “Sicilienne,” which borrows from a
gaillarde, and the “Carillon,” which borrows from another bransle simple.241
Poulenc made choices musically that altered the dance type of some movements,
and also chose titles that are not Renaissance dances at all, as is the case for “Carillon”
and “Petite marche militaire.” I imagine the reason behind these two altered titles could
be that Poulenc thought it might be dull to have four movements titled “bransle” and took
some creative liberties. For the “Sicilienne” movement, Poulenc made more significant
Daniel, 224. I believe Daniel mentions both key and key signature because Poulenc often
writes music without a key signature in order to more fluidly modulate.
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and inauthentic changes to the borrowed “gaillarde,” altering the music to match the
siciliana genre of dance movements. Though the siciliana or sicilienne was a dance form
in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, the term meant something unrelated in the
Renaissance; thus, Gervaise never wrote one, making Poulenc’s altered movement
incompatible with French Renaissance dance music.242
The kind of inauthentic alterations made in the Suite Française leads me to
believe that Poulenc was not as invested in reviving the French Renaissance, but in
creating something of a mixture between his own concept of dance music and those
found in the Gervaise, as suggested by Boulanger. Though some of Poulenc’s sacred
choral works in the years after the Suite Française have ties to Renaissance music, this
interest relates more to his religious awakening in 1936, rather than to an interest in the
period’s music alone. If Poulenc was not as interested in the French Renaissance, then
this piece would not fit within the ideology behind Poulenc’s neoclassicism, as one of the
main impulses behind his neoclassicism is a love of and desire to revive music of the past
as a way of writing modern music. Because the Suite Française originated as incidental
music for a play of historical fiction, its purpose is not to be modern at all. The Suite
Française was written in order to signal pastness to the audience, meaning it could not
afford to be considered modern.

From the fourteenth through seventeenth centuries, the siciliana “denoted the singing or
accompanied recitation of a particular poetic form, the strambotto siciliano.” Poulenc’s
alterations to Gervaise’s gaillarde in the “Sicilienne” make the movement resemble the later
Baroque dance form of the siciliana, which he may have seen in pieces of Mozart and/or J.S.
Bach. Meredith Ellis Little, “Siciliana,” Grove Music Online, 2001.
242

77

Since Poulenc rarely discusses Renaissance composers, let alone Gervaise, and
the basis of this work was not his idea, I argue that the Suite Française does not represent
a true neoclassical work in Poulenc’s œuvre. Poulenc himself admits that this was not his
own idea in the title, with the addendum of “d’après Claude Gervaise,” perhaps implying
that though the ensemble and some material is different, these pieces are based on works
by Gervaise, and ownership of the work is shared. Significantly, in my previous examples
of borrowings, Poulenc might admit his source material, but not in the work itself, as he
does in the Suite Française. By identifying the source of his borrowings in the title,
Poulenc distances himself from taking full ownership of the work up front, rather than
admitting borrowings in interviews or journals.
In my view, the act of admitting inspiration in the title paired with Poulenc’s lack
of voiced interest in Renaissance dance music makes the Suite Française less related to
his ideological impulses to revive the past, and more a compositional experiment guided
by Boulanger, or an exercise in incidental music.243 The efforts Poulenc made in
consulting Boulanger, who was familiar with early music, as well as the choice of poetry
by Ronsard for À sa guitare, create the feeling of pastness not for the goal of impressing
its audience as the main event, but for putting on a musical costume to support the drama.
The instrumentation even demonstrates a historical fiction, as the instruments chosen
span across centuries instead of one in particular. The trumpet, harpsichord, and trombone
243 After

rediscovering his faith in 1936 (after the Suite Française), Poulenc wrote several sacred
choral works which lightly reference some Renaissance concepts, but only in spirit, and
Boulanger was also involved. He writes more about other eras and characterizes his feelings
toward “ancient music” as a “curiosity,” rather than a passion. Schmidt, Entrancing Muse,
222-23, 250; Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 235.
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all tie back to the fifteenth century; however, the oboe and bassoon were not developed
until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, respectively.
The use of harpsichord in the Suite Française is the least convincing argument for
the work being neoclassical. Without taking into account any of the context behind the
piece, using harpsichord in the 1930s would certainly seem neoclassical; however, for a
piece of incidental music, the harpsichord serves an entirely different purpose than it does
in Poulenc’s only other work for harpsichord, the Concert champêtre. Poulenc wrote the
Concert champêtre six years earlier expressly to uplift and showcase the harpsichord, in
this case, played by Landowska. While the Suite Française does include harpsichord, its
role in Margot is not the same as it is in the Concert champêtre. Poulenc did not score
harpsichord in his incidental music to showcase it, uplift it, or demonstrate a reverence
toward it; rather, he scored it to signal pastness efficiently. Though it was undergoing a
revival at that time with the help of Landowska,244 the harpsichord would still have
symbolized music of the past. Used to provide ambiance for a work of historical fiction,
the harpsichord would transport the listener to an indeterminate time at least several
centuries prior to that time, serving more of a dramatic function.
Furthermore, Poulenc does not even require harpsichord for the work, as he
indicates it can be replaced with a harp played ad libitum. Allowing for harp, which
sonically has less of an immediate sense of pastness as the harpsichord, Poulenc does not
appear to be invested in using Margot as an opportunity to contribute to harpsichord

For more about the harpsichord’s twentieth-century revival and Landowska’s role in it, see
Johnson.
244
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revival. Poulenc’s interest in reviving the past dealt with aiding Landowska in her revival
of the harpsichord, but Poulenc did not ask her for assistance in writing this work, instead
looking to Boulanger for inspiration and writing without much help. A piece in which the
harpsichord is not only part of incidental music but also part of an ensemble, not featured
in any way, and replaceable with a harp, suggests that Poulenc was not writing to serve
the harpsichord. Because neither the harpsichord nor the music itself is central to the
work it belongs to (Margot), the Suite Française is not fully representative of Poulenc’s
neoclassicism. Poulenc’s neoclassical music involves the revival of mostly Baroque and
Classical conventions as it is the music with which he grew up, and he sees neoclassical
style as a way of continuing that musical legacy or heritage. Seeing as Gervaise would
not have been a widely known composer at the time, it is unlikely that Poulenc would
have thought of Gervaise as someone within his musical heritage, meaning that this piece
does not fit within Poulenc’s ideology of neoclassical music as I have defined it.
In contrast with the next piece I will discuss, the Suite Française represents less
of Poulenc’s compositional ethos, which is why I bring it up as a counterexample.
Frequently, the Suite Française is categorized as one of Poulenc’s neoclassical works,
though I believe other works of his are far more representative, as the Suite does not
encapsulate his feelings about the musical past. In addition, the context of the Suite being
written originally as incidental music is too significant to be overlooked, as oftentimes
incidental music is written for different purposes than standalone works. The Suite is
neoclassical if one defines the term as “referencing something from the past,” and ends
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there. Neoclassicism is a broad style, but defining it as simply reviving historical
techniques in a modern context would be reductive and inaccurate for every composer.
Poulenc, just like other neoclassicists, had more to offer than reviving past techniques
without reason, but the Suite Française will not necessarily convey that. Looking at
pieces like the Concert champêtre, where his special brand of neoclassicism is the main
event, it is evident that Poulenc’s style is compelling and modern.
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V: Ethos Encapsulated in the Concert champêtre

Background of the Concert champêtre
I will now focus on one of Poulenc’s quintessential neoclassical works, his
Concert champêtre, the harpsichord concerto. This was Poulenc’s first of five completed
concerti, which included his choreographed piano concerto Aubade (1929),245 Concerto
for Two Pianos (1932), Organ Concerto (1938), and his Piano Concerto (1949). Poulenc
wrote few other orchestral works, those being his ballet works, sacred choral works with
orchestral accompaniment, orchestral arrangements of his own and others’ works,
orchestral arrangements of the accompaniment to his mélodies, incidental music, and his
lone symphonic work, Sinfonietta (1947). The Concert champêtre was not, however, a
piece that Poulenc wanted to write purely to experiment with symphonic composition.
Instead, Poulenc wrote the Concert champêtre at the request of Landowska, and so he
intended for the piece to showcase her talents as a harpsichordist.
Poulenc met Landowska in June 1923 at the home of Princess Edmond de
Polignac (1865-1943),246 where she played harpsichord for Falla’s El Retablo de Maese

Aubade was originally intended to be a piano concerto with a program and dancers, but it is
often done without any of the dancers. To clarify, the pianist does not dance.
245

246 Also

known as Winnaretta Singer, American heiress to the Singer sewing machine fortune and
noted patron of the arts.
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Pedro, a puppet opera commissioned for performance in Polignac’s salon.247 Poulenc’s
teacher Viñes and his nephew were involved with the production’s puppetry, and they
brought Poulenc along for some of the rehearsals, during which Poulenc became
entranced by Landowska.248 Some time around the performance of the opera, Landowska
asked Poulenc and Falla for harpsichord concerti, leading to Falla’s Harpsichord
concerto three years later and Poulenc’s Concert champêtre five years later.249
Writing the Concert champêtre was a new challenge for Poulenc, who, at this
point, had neither attempted the concerto genre, nor written for harpsichord. Given the
harpsichord’s general obsolescence around this time, Poulenc and other twentieth-century
composers were not presented with many opportunities to write for the instrument. While
Poulenc might have had more opportunities to write for harpsichord due to his friendship
with Landowska and his passion for the instrument, he only ended up writing two works
involving the harpsichord. The first, of course, is the Concert champêtre, and the second
is the aforementioned Suite Française, written six years after the concerto’s premiere.250
The rarity of harpsichord among Poulenc’s works is in part due to Landowska’s
displacement resulting from WWII. As a Jewish woman, Landowska was in danger of
persecution from the Nazis, leading her to flee to America. She was forced to abandon
not only her friends, but also her home in Saint-Leu-la-Forêt, which held many important
247

Schmidt, Entrancing Muse, 164; Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 216.
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Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 216.

Poulenc wrote the Concert champêtre between 1927-8 and the piece premiered in 1929.
Falla’s Harpsichord concerto was written between 1923-6 and premiered in 1926.
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mentioned in section IV, there is no evidence that Landowska aided Poulenc with the Suite.
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musical instruments and documents.251 Post-WWII, Poulenc did visit Landowska in
Connecticut, but compositional collaboration was likely difficult during these short visits
and certainly not easy when separated by an ocean. Poulenc was so taken with
Landowska’s mastery of the harpsichord and did not discuss any other living
harpsichordists very often, which suggests that for him, the harpsichord belonged to
Landowska, and he would write mainly for her.252
The compositional process for the Concert champêtre spanned several years and
was far from streamlined. Landowska desired more involvement with the work, but for
some time, Poulenc was unavailable to meet with her. He was both occupied by various
compositional duties, events with his fellow composers, and also wished to take his time
on this piece, as he had never written a concerto, let alone a harpsichord concerto.253 The
two exchanged a number of letters during this time; however, since Landowska had to
flee Saint-Leu during WWII, the letters from Poulenc during this period are lost, as Nazis
ransacked her home and probably destroyed her correspondence.254 It is for this reason
that the conversation between Poulenc and Landowska appears to be one-sided until after
she moved to the United States.
For more information about Landowska’s collection, see Carla Shapreau’s article “The Nazi
Confiscation of Wanda Landowska’s Musical Collection and Its Aftermath,” Polish Studies in
Polish Jewry 32 (Liverpool University Press, 2020): 429-49.
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See section III, “Admiration for the Past and Those Who Revive It” for Poulenc’s admiration
of Landowska.
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Poulenc wrote the Concert champêtre over a span of around seventeen months, all the while
composing other works as well. The adjustments to the work done by him and Landowska
occurred after these seventeen months. Schmidt, The Music of Poulenc, 151-57.
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Poulenc recounted that he sent Landowska some sheet music for her to start her off in
America. Poulenc, A bâtons rompus, 191.
254

84

While it is true that Poulenc was late in getting scores done and sent to
Landowska, and also that Landowska was quite demanding about being involved, the
one-sidedness of the conversation does make Landowska seem a bit impatient.255 Though
we cannot know exactly what went on from Poulenc’s perspective, we can infer that he
was a bit preoccupied while writing the Concert champêtre and missed some deadlines.
Nonetheless, the work is a result of a good deal of collaboration, as in letters to others
Poulenc notes some corrections Landowska made, and Landowska repeatedly assures
Poulenc in her letters that they would work on adjusting the piece together in SaintLeu.256
When writing the concerto, Poulenc had certain priorities in mind. For one, he
noted that he “wanted to use the harpsichord in a manner that was both French, modern,
and did not sound like a pastiche.”257 By “pastiche,” Poulenc probably meant that he
wanted to avoid coming off as an imitation or parody of harpsichord composers like
Couperin and Bach; rather, he wanted the piece to be genuinely Poulenc in style, giving
the harpsichord the appropriate treatment in a modern context.258 In addition, Poulenc set

Schmidt describes her as “incessantly pestering” Poulenc with her correspondence. Schmidt,
Entrancing Muse, 164.
255

Wanda Landowska to Francis Poulenc, January 19, 1927, in Francis Poulenc ‘Echo and
Source’ Selected Correspondence 1915-1963, trans. and ed. Sidney Buckland (London: Victor
Gollancz, 1991), 82-83; Wanda Landowska to Francis Poulenc, August 2, 1928, in Buckland, 84;
Wanda Landowska to Francis Poulenc, September 5, 1928, in Buckland, 85.
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Francis Poulenc, interview by Lucien Chevaillier, “An Interview with… Francis Poulenc,” Le
Guide du Concert des Théâtres Lyriques, no. 30 (April 26, 1929): 855-57, in Southon and
Nichols, 120.
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out to prove “that the harpsichord was not an obsolete, inefficient instrument of merely
historical interest,” and that it “was and remains an instrument that had reached its point
of perfection, with its specific characteristics, its own properties, timbres and accents that
no other instrument can replace.”259 In terms of historical reference, Poulenc wanted to
evoke the “pure French style of the seventeenth century, imbued with majesty and
ceremony,” and distanced his intentions from what he called the “pastorals” of the
eighteenth century.260
Because his points of reference for the Concert champêtre were never the most
exact, sometimes Poulenc’s intentions for this piece went misunderstood. For example, in
the New York Philharmonic’s program notes for the 1948 American premiere of the
Concert champêtre, where Poulenc himself played his piano arrangement of the
harpsichord part, the authors claim that “according to the composer, the ‘Concert
Champêtre’ is evocative of the 18th century style in more or less the same way that
Ravel’s ‘Le Tombeau de Couperin’ is.”261 Seeing as Poulenc already established the work
being unlike the “pastorals” of the eighteenth century, perhaps the authors misheard him,
or maybe Poulenc misspoke.262 If so, it would not be the last time Poulenc made the
wrong impression to an American. As previously mentioned in the section III’s “Poulenc:
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Robert Bagar and Louis Biancolli, “Concert program,” 11 Nov 1948, Program ID 864, New
York Philharmonic Leon Levy Digital Archives.
https://archives.nyphil.org/index.php/artifact/588b666e-95ac-43b2-84d6-f09b6ecc7272-0.1
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Proudly Himself,” he had a particularly embarrassing interview with an American
journalist, which was also the result of some miscommunication.
It is important to note that some of the techniques Poulenc ended up using were
indeed from the eighteenth- and even nineteenth-century style, a wrinkle in Poulenc’s
intention that might be a result of his lack of formal schooling in the music of these eras.
More than twenty years after its premiere, Poulenc would say that he imagined the work
“in a very eighteenth-century countryside atmosphere,” implying a connection to the
“pastorals” which he claimed to avoid with the piece.263 While his oscillations on the
matter are confusing, the piece itself accounts for these contradictions, as it contains
stylistic traits from several periods, including both the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The resulting impression is that the Concert champêtre is a mixture of idioms
from the Baroque and Classical eras, with hints of the mid-eighteenth-century style
galant and the slightest reference to the Romantic era.264
Despite his supposed commitment to reviving the harpsichord, there is a way to
perform the Concert champêtre with a piano soloist (or with two pianists) instead.
Poulenc’s accommodation for piano to replace the harpsichord in the Concert champêtre
did not represent his ideal version of the piece, however. It might seem confusing that he
left the possibility of his work to be played on the piano, given his thoughts (quoted
above) regarding pianos replacing harpsichords and organs. The full title of the work is
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Haskell identifies a “galant” sound in the work, and as for the Romantic reference, the
following subsection will examine some cross-movement thematic repetition, similar to Berlioz’s
idée fixe. Haskell, 79.
264

87

Concert champêtre pour clavecin (ou piano), with the parenthetical implying that the
piano could replace the harpsichord, and indeed, there is no additional version of the
piece besides a reduction of the piece with the harpsichord part arranged for two pianists.
In the published score, Poulenc added in alterations and ossias for performing the
work with one or two pianos instead of harpsichord, but insisted that the script for these
annotations appear in different sizes and colors to distinguish it from the original
harpsichord writing.265 When Rostand asked Poulenc about the accommodations for
piano, he became quite upset and said “stop there, my Claude…don’t, I beg of you, add
to the crowd of imbeciles who believe the piano can be substituted automatically for the
harpsichord,” and assured Rostand that “the piano version of the Concert champêtre is no
more than a makeshift, you understand, a makeshift.”266 By “makeshift,” Poulenc likely
refers to the piano version as something created for practical purposes rather than any
artistic impulse.
As a pianist and full-time composer, Poulenc probably added in accommodations
for piano to replace the harpsichord so that he could play it for audiences, giving them the
novelty of seeing the composer perform his own work. Looking at the instrumentation for
Poulenc’s other four concerti, Poulenc could have performed all but one of them, the
Schmidt, The Music of Poulenc, 151. Poulenc’s exact instructions are on the title page of the
work. In English, it reads: “(All that is written in red on the harpsichord part is used only for the
performance for two pianos must be engraved in small type.) Engrave in large letters the "ossias"
for piano (written in black) so that these are changes also valid for the concert instrument or the
transcription for two pianos.” My translation of: “(Tout ce qui est écrit en rouge sur la partie de
clavecin ne servant que pour l'execution à deux pianos doit être gravé en petit.) Graver en
caractères gros les "à defauts" pour piano (écrits en noir) puis qu'il s'agit de changements valables
également pour l'instrument concertant ou la transcription à deux pianos.”
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exception being his Organ Concerto, for which there is no piano arrangement. It could be
that after writing a piano version of the Concert champêtre Poulenc did not wish to ever
again betray an instrument like the harpsichord or organ with a piano arrangement.
Poulenc supports this notion with his assertion that “there’s not a pianist in the world
capable of producing anything other than an approximation in playing a harpsichord
piece on the piano,” just as “there’s as much distance between harpsichord and piano as
there is between piano and organ,” implying that he found piano and organ to be
immensely different.267
The Concert champêtre was a critical success for Poulenc, and it became a piece
that defined his career for a while, as interviews or articles would call him the “composer
of the Concert champêtre.”268 After a private, pared down debut at Landowska’s house in
Saint-Leu where Poulenc accompanied Landowska by playing an orchestral reduction on
the piano, the public premiere took place on May 3, 1929 at the Salle Pleyel with the
Orchestre Symphonique de Paris, under the baton of Pierre Monteux.269 The performance
went very well, as evidenced by its review from André Schaeffner:
The Concert champêtre is the first work where the renowned music of pleasure
has found in our time a continuity of expression, a breadth of form, an
architectural complexity worthy of making it the rank of other music. It is thanks
to Poulenc, because of his recent progress (Poèmes de Ronsard, Trio, Chansons
gaillardes) that this work was created. It is also thanks to Wanda Landowska,
267

Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 216.
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great interpreter of the music of the 17th and 18th centuries, that this modern
concerto for an instrument which, because of her had ceased to be ancient, was
played. While listening to her interpret the work of Poulenc, it had never appeared
more true to me that she has made Mozart and Bach our contemporaries.270
Given several of his statements concerning the work, Poulenc had a good feeling
about this piece’s quality and took pride in it. For example, toward the end of August
1928, in the midst of working tirelessly with Landowska, Poulenc sent a letter to his
friend Henri Sauguet, in which he said, “I truly put all my best blood into this work. If
you don’t like it, you can’t like me.”271 In an interview three years after the premiere,
Poulenc chose the Concert champêtre as the work he liked best among his
compositions.272 The critical success of the Concert champêtre made this a careerdefining moment for Poulenc, and a clear validation of his neoclassical ideology.
Curiously, despite its positive reception, beyond a few pieces that take inspiration from
this work, Poulenc never wrote any other music resembling the Concert champêtre.273

Reviving the “Past”
As Poulenc’s first concerto, first orchestral piece, and piece for Landowska, the
Concert champêtre can tell us a good deal about Poulenc’s neoclassical compositional
instinct. The work is not a cut-and-dry Classical concerto, and many of the ideas behind
George R. Keck, Francis Poulenc: A Bio-bibliography / Compiled by George R. Keck, Biobibliographies in Music (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990), 252.
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what complicates it stem from Poulenc’s impulse to revive a sense of the past in a way
that was not “pastiche,” or imitative, in his view. While writing the Concert champêtre
and working with Landowska, Poulenc was exposed to different styles of Baroque
composition, including works of Couperin, Rameau, and Bach, meaning he had a wide
variety of styles to draw from, as well as the guidance of his intended soloist, an expert in
harpsichord repertoire.274 Poulenc’s execution of the work, however, demonstrates that
his passion for the past is more spiritual than strictly academic, and the music he writes is
not always historically accurate. One of the most successful aspects of the Concert
champêtre, then, is Poulenc’s ability to still invoke an idea of the past without supreme
accuracy in his technique.
Though Poulenc intended for the piece to resemble or evoke the majesty of the
music written for Louis XIV, the Concert champêtre as a harpsichord concerto is far more
rooted in the eighteenth century as well as later Baroque composers like J.S. Bach.275
While Poulenc tended to contradict himself regarding the time period he meant to
reference in the Concert champêtre, his music’s ambiguity actually accounts for his
oscillating remarks. It is true that at one time, Poulenc did want to distance himself from
the eighteenth century, yet the concerto as we know it, a work with three movements of
alternating tempo with a solo instrument and an ensemble, was only beginning to be

Poulenc and Rostand, 215-16; Dana Ragsdale, “The Revival of the Harpsichord in the
Twentieth Century with particular Attention to the Harpsichord Concerti of Manuel de Falla and
Francis Poulenc” (DMA thesis, University of Cincinnati, 1989), 158.
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codified around the eighteenth century.276 The only works that resemble the kind of
harpsichord concerto Poulenc wrote come from the late Baroque, which are the keyboard
concerti of J.S. Bach.277 As I delineate the aspects of the work that evoke historicity, it
should become clear that Poulenc never ends up deciding on one time period to evoke
consistently, and the result is a mixture of aspects from different eras. One of the more
likely points of comparison is the style galant of the mid-eighteenth century, though
Poulenc also ends up using techniques from the Baroque, Classical, and Romantic eras.
The first known harpsichord concerto is generally accepted to be Bach’s
Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, BWV 1050.2, a concerto grosso featuring harpsichord,
flute, and violin.278 This concerto, as well as Bach’s Concerto for Harpsichord no. 2 in E
major, BWV 1053, connect in some ways to Poulenc’s Concert champêtre. Even though I
cannot find any clear evidence of Poulenc specifically referencing these works, Poulenc
does at one time confirm that he feels inspired by the Brandenburg Concertos in
general.279 Given, though, that Bach’s harpsichord concerti are the most prominent of
their genre, it would not be unreasonable to think that Poulenc consulted them. In order to
demonstrate why these two Bach concerti are possible inspirations for the Concert
champêtre, compare the structural attributes of each of these works:
276 Arthur
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PIECE/MVT

TEMPO

Concert champêtre mvt. 1 [Allegro]

KEY METER STRUCTURE
D

4/4

Slow regal intro and modified ternary*

mvt. 2 Andante
(Sicilienne)

g

6/8

Modified ternary*, B section in A♭ major,
harpsichord functions as accompaniment
during B

mvt. 3 Presto

D

2/4

Modified rondo with a gigue-like
beginning, recycling motives from mvt. 1

D

2/2

Modified ritornello, solo/tutti themes
contrasting, harpsichord cadenza

mvt. 2 Adagio/
Affettuoso

b

4/4

Concertino (trio only), imitative ritornello

mvt. 3 Allegro

D

2/2

ABA’, fugal with gigue-like answer

BWV 1053 mvt. 1 Allegro

E

4/4

ABA’

mvt. 2 Siciliano

c♯

12/8

ABA’, uses Siciliano style rhythms

mvt. 3 Allegro

E

3/8

ABA’, dance-like

BWV 1050.2 mvt. 1 Allegro

*: debatable aspect
Table 1. Comparing Harpsichord Concerti by Poulenc and Bach

In this table, I use these two works of Bach not in order to imply that Poulenc
necessarily references them, but as a way of comparing the Concert champêtre’s
historical parallels. Looking at the similarities between tempo, key, and metric patterns,
Poulenc made some historically-adjacent decisions that support the notion of this piece
serving to revive the past and reference Poulenc’s musical ancestors. In addition,
Poulenc’s references to dance forms with his second and third movement all have
historical precedent in Bach’s harpsichord concerti, and tie to works outside of the genre,
like dance suites. There are, however, some notable differences, namely the absence of
decisive ABA’ form as well as any semblance of a ritornello form, but irregularity in form
may stem from Poulenc’s own style choices, as he is not as bound to musical convention
as composers were in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In addition, Poulenc’s
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general tendency to break these conventions could also be attributed to his lack of
professional training in Baroque or Classical composition. For him, convention may not
have been an issue because was less aware of its rules.
Indeed, Poulenc is not as clear with his forms, which is why I must note that some
of the data in the “Structure” column for the Concert champêtre is my own assessment,
and might not match the assessments of others.280 Scholars like Keith Daniel, Roe Van
Boskirk, and Dana Ragsdale differ in opinion concerning the structures of each
movement. Daniel said it best, noting that “all three movements lack…cohesion and
architectural design,” making analysis more of a free-for-all.281 See Appendix A for full
form charts of the Concert champêtre. Though Van Boskirk, Ragsdale, and I see the first
movement as fairly ternary because of the return of A material in the last portion of the
movement, Daniel finds it to be mainly through-composed with some recapitulation of
early material toward the end.282 For the second movement, Van Boskirk and I see it as
ternary again, and Daniel and Ragsdale assert that it is through-composed.283 I maintain
that though Poulenc does move rapidly between different themes, the revisitation of early
material at the end of movements implies a Baroque-style ternary form.

Poulenc later identifies formal ambiguity as an advantage of French composition, resulting
from a “pursuit of elegance.” He says that “when form (from beyond the Rhine) spills over into
French music, it drowns it.” Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 246.
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The last movement is widely accepted to be in a heavily modified rondo form; its
opening theme never returns, and it is the third theme that functions like a traditional
rondo theme. Daniel diagrams this movement as A–transition–B–C–transition–D–C–
transition–C, and Ragsdale only diverges from Daniel by adding a transition section
between the B and C sections.284 As the only recurring theme, C functions as the main
rondo theme and can be found at the style markings “Eclatant” (r. #17), “Pesant”
(r.#24+5), and “Allegro giocoso” (r. #27), though in different keys each time.285 The C
and D sections refer to motives from movement 1 (see figure 7 for C and figure 9 for D),
and A and B are completely new material. The use of a rondo—albeit a highly
unorthodox rondo in this case—is compatible with the styles of the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries. In keyboard music it has ties to Couperin, who Poulenc
studied in preparation for this piece.286 Additionally, the first theme of the rondo (which
never returns) resembles a gigue, which might impart a sense of the Baroque era onto the
listener, as the gigue was a staple of Baroque dance suites.
Moving beyond arguments of form, some of the other techniques used to revive
the past can be found in textural or melodic gestures throughout the piece. The beginning
few measures of the first movement resemble the feel of a French overture, for example.

Van Boskirk does not diagram this movement but calls it a “freely designed rondo.” Daniel,
265; Ragsdale, 160; Van Boskirk, 52.
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The C theme appears first in E♭ major, then in B major, and finally in D major. The changing
keys of the C theme is another way that Poulenc’s lack of musical training (or disinterest in
formal clarity) is apparent, as this movement is almost as far away from a standard rondo form as
is possible.
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The idea of including a French overture-style introduction is not far off from some of
Poulenc’s writings about the Concert champêtre, especially where he mentioned invoking
“pure French style of the seventeenth century, imbued with majesty and ceremony,” one
of the key words here being “ceremony,” which was a fundamental part of French
Baroque music from Louis XIV’s court.287 The slow, dotted feel of the A section contrasts
with his fast B section at the allegro molto at rehearsal 3 (see figure 5), producing a
similar effect to the French overture. The French overture, used in the music of Bach,
Lully, Couperin, and more, is a form from the seventeenth century that is binary with
contrasting sections, dotted rhythms from notes inégales, and a slow A section followed
by a fast B section.

Figure 5. Above, Poulenc Concert champêtre, mvt. 1, mm. 1-4; below, Poulenc Concert champêtre,
mvt. 1 r.#2+5 to #3+2288

Without ticking off all possible boxes of what constitutes a proper French
overture, Poulenc’s choices all indicate a reference to its style, thereby evoking the same
effect of that majestic seventeenth century French music he sought to emulate. It could be
287
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that he knew this form from something he may have played on the piano, like Bach’s
fourteenth Goldberg Variation, perhaps he heard the introduction to Handel’s Messiah, or
he heard the form in other music Landowska and Boulanger exposed him to. Poulenc also
uses different fanfares throughout the first and third movements to maintain a royal,
ceremonious feeling over the course of the work, continuing the sense that the piece
belongs in Louis XIV’s court.289 As the brass jolt the texture with their fanfare, the music
changes, hence the wealth of themes in movement one. Just as brass might be used for a
royal announcement, Poulenc’s use of fanfare works to symbolize the seventeenthcentury royal atmosphere, while also functioning as a fanfare would, signaling a change
or event.
Another way Poulenc indirectly brings out a sense of the past is with his harmonic
language. Here, Poulenc writes with a mixture of traditional harmonies and some of his
own “wrong-note” dissonant chords in order to infuse his style with that of what he
perceives to be the sound of the past. This especially occurs at moments of arrival such as
in the first movement, in the brass and bassoons from r.#31+3 to #31+4 (figure 6). The
three chords played by these instruments lead to the point of arrival at r.#31+4, and
involve many major/minor second dissonances. The final chord of this passage is made
up of F♯, A, C, E, and F#, which amounts to a half-diminished F♯ chord with an added
major seventh, adding even more dissonance to an already dissonant chord.290

Examples of fanfares: mvt. 1 mm. 1-3 (fig. 5), r.#10+2 to #10+5, r.#12 to #13; mvt. 3 r.#9 to
#9+1, r.#15 to #15+3, r.#17+3 to #17+5, r.#19 to #20, and more.
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These dissonant points of arrival occur frequently throughout the piece, and are
usually juxtaposed with more consonant preparations or departures. By placing
traditional and more modern harmonies alongside one another, Poulenc achieves a sense
of familiarity and then challenges it with his own style. As Haskell astutely puts,
“Poulenc’s music is nostalgic but not reactionary,” going on to cite Hell’s assessment that
“Baroque style and the surprises of modern harmony are volatilized in the sounds of the
harpsichord.”291 Hell’s and Haskell’s comments highlight that though Poulenc makes use
of modern sonorities, it is the harpsichord that must play them, allowing for it to remain
symbolic of the general past.

Figure 6. Poulenc Concert champêtre, mvt. 1, r.#31+3 to #31+4292

Three more techniques Poulenc used to revive a sense of the past are repetition of
material, harpsichord writing, and his style of orchestration. Poulenc makes use of
thematic repetition to unify his movements and provide coherence for the listener. The
idea of developing motives can be found in a wide variety of genres and across every era,
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Poulenc, Concert champêtre. Brass and bassoon parts transcribed in Sibelius by Juliet Levy
for clarity.
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but it is fundamental to the forms of the Classical era, like sonata-allegro and theme and
variation. Though Poulenc does not use sonata-allegro form, by recycling motives, he
achieves the goal of forms like it, which is to provide a sense of thematic coherence and
narrative to the music.293 The first and second movements have some motivic recall
toward their respective closes, and the third movement has motivic recall because it is a
modified rondo, and the C theme recurs throughout. Though the idea of motivic
repetition originally took on a functional purpose of allowing for the music to be more
memorable when audience members would rarely hear a piece more than once, here, in
Poulenc’s time, this was not necessary, as recordings were widely available and concert
culture was more robust. Poulenc’s choice to use such motivic repetition could be purely
to draw on past techniques or to keep the audience engaged.

Figure 7. Above, Poulenc Concert champêtre, mvt. 1, r. #25+14 to #25+16; below, Poulenc Concert
champêtre, mvt. 3, r.#17 to #17+1294

Poulenc takes motivic recall even further in his third movement, adopting a neoRomantic flair by using cross-movement thematic repetition. Recalling motives from the

Van Boskirk does argue that the first movement of the Concert champêtre is in a sonataallegro structure; however, given that Poulenc rarely ever makes use of the form, it is unlikely
that he would have had a sonata-allegro format in mind. Van Boskirk, 52, 159-61.
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first movement, Poulenc allows the outer movements to act as bookends. For example,
the harpsichord’s music in mvt. 1, r.#28+3 to #28+9 can be found in mvt. 3, r.#19+1 to
#20. In addition, the brass fanfare in mvt. 1, r.#25+14 to #26 matches the harpsichord’s
music in mvt. 3, beginning at r.#17 (see figure 7). The cyclic nature of the motives from
the first movement reappearing in the third movement is actually quite reminiscent of one
of his French forebears, Berlioz, with his idée fixe from the Symphonie fantastique, a
hallmark piece of the nineteenth century. While this is a Romantic technique, this could
be interpreted as relating to Poulenc’s idea of heritage and continuing a specifically
French legacy of composition through a reference to Berlioz.
Another way Poulenc continued the French legacy of composition was in his style
of harpsichord writing. Likely aided by Landowska’s expertise, Poulenc’s writing for the
harpsichord in the Concert champêtre can be interpreted as very much in the style of
eighteenth century French keyboard composers like Couperin, Gaspard Le Roux, and
Rameau. Daniel explains:
Grace notes (often double and triple), ornamentation, and rolled chords are used
liberally; left- hand accompanimental figures tend to be arpeggiations or staccato
chords; and there is a general lightness and separation, rather than an attempt at
sustaining or blending of colors.295
The music Landowska played for Poulenc in their meetings likely resembled eighteenth
century (perhaps galant style) French harpsichordists, and her suggestions for the
harpsichord writing probably allowed the music to match this aesthetic.296
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Moving on to orchestration, some might consider Poulenc’s choice to score a full
orchestra alongside the harpsichord as a bit optimistic in regards to the harpsichord’s
dynamic capabilities, but Poulenc anticipated this concern and defended his decision. He
wrote that if the orchestra and harpsichord “operate in dialogue, neither obscures the
other,” noting as well that “whenever they play together, I take the necessary single
timbres out of the whole and each group in turn emphasises the harpsichord’s sonority
without overwhelming it: on the contrary, the result is a greater variety of colors.”297
Poulenc attempted to not only mediate the harpsichord’s quiet dynamic through solo
versus orchestra sections, but by also using cross-choir orchestration and grouping the
harpsichord with other instruments to complement its timbre. By frequently grouping
instruments together and allowing them to play in dialogue with each other, Poulenc uses
cross-choir orchestration to thin the texture at times so that the harpsichord is less likely
to be obscured by the rest of the ensemble. The cross-choir orchestration, here, does
correspond to historical techniques like the stile concertato.
While the stile concertato refers to a style of writing having to do with adjusting
the interaction of musical forces, and was common to Italian and German sacred music of
the seventeenth century, Ragsdale invokes the term to refer to this cross-choir
orchestration in instrumental music. Ragsdale does omit this relation to sacred vocal
music of non-French regions and focuses on the technique itself.298 Instrumental grouping
can be found throughout the Concert champêtre, and is showcased in places like the
297
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introduction to the first movement (see figure 5) and the B section of the second
movement (r.#2 to #4) where the harpsichord acts as accompaniment. Ragsdale points out
that the stile concertato evokes a sense of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and
groups the stile concertato with the genre of French outdoor divertissements.299
The French term divertissement more famously relates to French Baroque operatic
interludes that involved singing, instrumental music, and dance, though it can relate to
other musical forms or genres.300 Ragsdale and Daniel both associate this term with
outdoor music of eighteenth-century France, and a genre matching the name of Poulenc’s
piece, concerts champêtres, or rustic concerts.301 There were some outdoor events in
Versailles in the seventeenth century that contained divertissements and they became
increasingly related to pastoral, or rustic themes in the next century, though Poulenc
expressly wished to distance himself from the “pastorals” of the eighteenth century.302
Nevertheless, Daniel and Ragsdale interpret Poulenc as specifically referencing these
divertissements which can take on many forms over several centuries, despite Poulenc’s
own intention.303 What does seem slightly more adjacent to the Concert champêtre is its
Italian counterpart, the divertimento, which in Austria took on the form of a three-
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movement light work for harpsichord, though it is still unlikely that Poulenc would have
had access to this kind of specialized knowledge of historical genres.304 Poulenc would,
however, have been aware of harpsichord concerti in general, which usually have three
contrasting movements.
Poulenc’s thought process behind the “rustic” title of the work perhaps relates to
the fact that he wrote this piece in Saint-Leu-la-Forêt, which he thought of as the
countryside or suburbs (as a Parisian); there is not much evidence that he was trying to
emulate the genre of the same name or the divertissements.305 Likely, Poulenc tried to
emulate musical aspects of the past from sources more accessible to him, such as the
works of Bach, Rameau, and Couperin, which we know he consulted, and most likely, the
harpsichord concerti of Bach, as they matched the model he wanted. The composers that
Ragsdale and Daniel list as having written concerts champêtres and/or divertissements
are quite obscure and not found in Poulenc’s writing; thus, I argue it is less likely that
their influence can be found in his work.306
Moreover, the questions of whether or not Poulenc used certain historical
techniques or forms are not as useful when discussing Poulenc’s neoclassicism. Again,
Poulenc is not usually aiming for specificity and accuracy, rather he means to evoke the
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Poulenc associates “champêtre” with places outside of Paris, and thinks of the setting of his
work as eighteenth century French countryside. He claims the concerto “is rustic in the style of
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mood of a particular time in the past through indirect and intuitive means. Poulenc’s lack
of formal musical education means that it is likely that he would not have been thinking
of divertissements in the way Ragsdale and Daniel interpret, because he may have been
unaware of them. If Poulenc succeeds in evoking the past, we should be looking at what
in the music could contribute to this effect. The elements I have demonstrated as
contributing to a sense of historicity include his attempt at form and structure, antiquated
idioms like the French overture, harmonic language, thematic repetition, harpsichord
writing style, and choices of orchestration. Niche or more academic forms and techniques
would likely have been unknown to him, so they might only appear because of quotation
or emulation. Emulating the music of others is different than truly understanding a
technique and using it intentionally. For example, Poulenc’s use of the stile concertato
could relate more to Bach than to French outdoor eighteenth-century divertissements, as
it can be found in the first movement of the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto.307

Conveying a Musical Legacy
The Concert champêtre evokes a sense of the past and was created to uplift the
harpsichord, which Poulenc identifies as an instrument of his musical ancestors, but
Poulenc also uses homage to convey that legacy. Borrowing is a common neoclassical
technique, and its usage in the Baroque and Classical periods also legitimizes its ties to
neoclassicism. In these two periods borrowing often occurred for practicality’s sake,

The first movement involves some grouping in the orchestration, pairing the harpsichord with
the flute and principal violin against the rest of the ensemble at other points in the movement.
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while neoclassical borrowings often relate to paying homage or evoking a feeling
conveyed by the referenced piece. In some circumstances, we cannot know for sure why
composers like Bach and Handel borrowed from their own and others’ works, but a likely
reason behind this practice is that they had deadlines to meet and compositional quotas to
fill.308 Poulenc, as I established earlier, borrowed from others’ works frequently, not
because he had any deadlines or quotas, but because he wanted to pay homage or invoke
a feeling of the past.
Poulenc did, however, also reference one of his own works, his Trois pièces for
piano, FP 48, which was written around the same time as the Concert champêtre. By
borrowing his own work and by borrowing others’ works, Poulenc emulates his musical
ancestors in two different ways. Poulenc’s Trois pièces pour piano, a solo piano work,
contains three movements, two of which were derived from an earlier piece from 1918,
Poulenc’s Trois pastorales, FP 5.309 Poulenc admits that the last movement, “Hymne,”
sounds a good deal like his Concert champêtre.310 The parts of “Hymne” and the Concert
champêtre that sound alike are at the start of both pieces, which use a fanfare-type
entrance with dotted, bouncy rhythms, evoking the feeling of a French overture. While
Poulenc does not provide a reason for this similarity, the most likely one is that he

White explains that the expectations for composers of (at least) the eighteenth century was to
write more music than would have been expected for composers in the following centuries.
Andrew C. White, “‘Good Invention Repaid with Interest’: The Importance of Borrowing in
Bach’s Compositional Practice” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2001), 46-47, 51.
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worked on these two pieces around the same time, and could have had the Trois pièces on
his mind while writing the Concert champêtre or vice versa.

Figure 8. Above, Poulenc Trois pièces, mvt. 3, “Hymne,” mm. 1-4; below, Poulenc Concert champêtre,
mvt. 1, mm. 1-4311

The next borrowing of Poulenc’s own work in Concert champêtre also comes
from Trois pièces, though it is from movement II, “Toccata.” One of the main themes of
“Toccata” can be found slightly modified within the first and last movement of the
Concert champêtre, with the instance in the last movement functioning as an expanded
reminder of the first movement. The right hand of the piano in “Toccata” plays a similar
melody to the harpsichord’s music from the first movement and the brass and first violins
in the third movement (see figure 9). Reusing a motive from “Toccata” is also even more
significant than the borrowing from “Hymne,” as “Toccata” is connected to the second
movement of Poulenc’s older work, Trois pastorales, while the “Hymne” was newly
written for the Trois pièces. Poulenc notes that “while mai taining the first four measures
and the concl sion of the second pastorale, I turned it into the ‘Toccata,’” and the theme
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used in the Concert champêtre comes from the “conclusion” of that movement.312 By
reusing a theme across three different works, Poulenc gives special importance to the
motive and keeps his older works alive through newer works.

Figure 9. Top left, Poulenc Trois pièces mvt. 2, “Toccata,” mm. 57-60; bottom left, Poulenc Concert
champêtre, mvt. 1 r. #28+4 to #28+9; right, Poulenc Concert champêtre, mvt. 3 r. #21 to #21+3313

The purpose behind Poulenc’s reuse of his own material is unclear, but could be
explained by the proximity of the completion of these two works. While this could just be
a coincidence, I believe this phenomenon could also be interpreted as Poulenc
implementing a technique of the musical past, just as composers throughout time have
reused their own works. Reusing one’s own work occurs throughout musical history, as
early as the sixteenth century, and also occurs in some of Bach’s harpsichord concerti, in
which he would reuse aria melodies for the themes.314 Given that Poulenc would likely
have consulted these works, it is notable that Bach’s harpsichord concerti may be related
to other works of his, as it may have inspired Poulenc to do the same.315 In keeping his
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works alive through other works, Poulenc relates to this kind of practice as a sort of heir,
placing himself within his perceived musical legacy, despite the difference between the
demands of his career and those of composers like Handel and Bach.
In terms of his borrowings from other composers’ works, Poulenc has two easily
identifiable instances, the first being one of Rameau’s solo keyboard works, La Poule,
from his Pièces de clavecin. The main theme of La Poule (“The Hen”) is a fairly
recognizable, unusually paced motive of five equal, repeated notes followed by a quick
flourish upward and then a return to the repeated notes. Under the first measure, Rameau
even provides text to demonstrate how his motive relates to the sound of a chicken,
writing “co co co co co co co dai.” Though Poulenc’s work is not about chickens
specifically, it is fitting for the feel of “country” or “rustic.”

Figure 10. Above, Jean-Philippe Rameau Pièces de clavecin, La Poule, mm. 1-3; below, Poulenc
Concert champêtre, mvt. 3 r. #7+6 to #8+4316

Poulenc references La Poule in a more tense setting than Rameau’s original
playful work. In the third movement around rehearsals 7 through 9, the harpsichord
features the Rameau quote in an exchange with the rest of the ensemble, playing the
motive and then sustaining a chord three times in sequence, each time allowing for the
Jean-Philippe Rameau, La Poule, in Pièces de Clavecin, vol. 3, ed. Erwin R. Jacobi (Kassel:
Bärenreiter, 1959); Poulenc, Concert champêtre.
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orchestra’s response. The overall feel is a tense transition to the next part of the third
movement’s rondo form. The first iteration of the Rameau borrowing outlines a G major
chord, then G minor, and then E♭"major (the third iteration is not in figure 10 and occurs
at r.#8+6 to #9). Here, Poulenc transforms a jovial and benign motive about a chicken to
something more powerful that works as a sequence. Rameau is also a composer whose
French nationality and proximity to French Baroque music was ideal for the atmosphere
he wished to evoke, making this reference fitting and effective. While it is unlikely the
audience would hear this motive as a borrowing unless they were exceedingly familiar
with Rameau and French Baroque harpsichord music, Poulenc may not have intended for
this borrowing to be perceptible, and included it for himself.317
What the audience may have recognized among Poulenc’s borrowings is his
blatant reference to the theme of Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, found twice in the
first movement.318 Using the most memorable part of the Mozart piece, its beginning
theme, Poulenc presents this borrowing almost without any warning twice, with a key
change, texture change, and then quickly moves on from it. In fact, Poulenc only uses the
first half of Mozart’s thematic sentence, and alters its melody slightly. Presented in
almost the same rhythmic cadence as Mozart, Poulenc has the brass play the last three
notes as do re mi instead of do mi sol. The effect is quite striking, as it rouses the listener
with familiarity and with the material it contrasts. Once more, Poulenc evokes the century
Landowska played “La Poule” in a Schola Cantorum concert that took place on November 12,
1903, though she played the piece (among other pieces by early French composers) on the piano.
Flint, vol. 2, 74; Fauser, “Creating Madame Landowska,” 9-10.
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he seemed to want to avoid in his interview with Chevaillier, though because Mozart is
Poulenc’s favorite composer, it makes sense that he would pay tribute to him in any
piece.

Figure 11. Left, Mozart Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, K. 525, mm. 1-2; right, Poulenc Concert champêtre,
mvt. 1 r. #34 to #34+3319

Given that many of the other scholars and critics looking at the Concert
champêtre highlight a kind of militaristic flair in the work, this kind of brass fanfare
using a familiar theme could work as a programmatic call-to-arms. Poulenc does confirm
that at least in the third movement, what critic Gabriel Marcel thought to be “military
fanfares” were intentional.320 Poulenc explained that, “for me, the eternal city dweller, the
trumpets of the fort of Vincennes, heard from the neighboring woods, are as poetic as the
hunting horns in a vast forest were for Weber.”321 Whatever the exact reason behind this
borrowing, it is most important to note that Poulenc made space for his own favorite
composer to have a place in this special work which aims to revive the past. This seems

Rectangular annotation by Juliet Levy. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Mozarts Werke, Serie XIII:
Quintette für streichinstrumente, No.9, ed. Series XIII editors (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel,
1883); Poulenc, Concert champêtre.
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to be Poulenc’s way of honoring his compositional idols and bringing them into his
celebration of the past.
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VI: Conclusion: Poulenc in the Concert champêtre

Looking at the Concert champêtre from afar, just the idea of composing a
harpsichord concerto in the late 1920s suggests that the work is likely neoclassical. After
synthesizing the musical examples I have presented with Poulenc’s ideals of musical
legacy, a passion for the past, and remaining authentic in compositional style, the Concert
champêtre proves to be more than a work that merely references historical music.
Poulenc pushes the concept further, as his ideological goal for this piece was to revive the
past in a modern context, as a way of honoring the harpsichord’s beauty. But he did so
without direct means. Lacking an academic understanding of French Baroque and
Classical music, Poulenc still manages to produce a piece that transports the audience to
the past. Using some historically-adjacent techniques and emulating composers that
reflected his compositional lineage, Poulenc actualized his neoclassical ideals within the
Concert champêtre in a way that removed the need for a deep understanding of historical
music.
Neoclassicists like Stravinsky, in works like his Octet, often made use of past
eras’ formal techniques conspicuously and with more accuracy to juxtapose them with
new techniques. Poulenc’s neoclassicism, however, manifests as music that signifies
Classical and Baroque music without either era’s precise signifiers in order to summon a
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historical atmosphere. Whereas other neoclassicists’ techniques resulted in a dissonance
of placing the “old” in conversation with the “new,” Poulenc wished for the audience to
hear the past, but being unaware of every one of its rules, his musical language becomes a
mélange of styles, lacking clear-cut juxtapositions.322 Stravinsky, however, did hold
similar beliefs to Poulenc regarding his relationship to the past, arguing for deeper
development of “rhythm, rhythmic polyphony, and melodic and intervalic construction,”
while also keeping in mind “that evolution does not negate that from which we
evolved.”323
One point where the two composers diverge is in their goal for drawing from the
past, as one wanted to progress using the past and one wanted to revive and legitimize it.
Stravinsky sought to advance using music of previous centuries as a “hypothesis.”324 As
Lubaroff describes, “he was able to take forms and techniques of prior times and use
them simply [as] frameworks for his own innovations.”325 On the other hand, with the
Concert champêtre, Poulenc wished to “use the harpsichord in a manner that was both
French, modern, and did not sound like a pastiche,” as well as “prove that the harpsichord
was not an obsolete, inefficient instrument of merely historical interest, but on the

In section V, “Reviving the ‘Past,’” I identify harmonic juxtapositions of consonance and
dissonance in the Concert champêtre, but this is not the same as placing the “old” in conversation
with the “new,” as consonance and dissonance still existed in the past, and were treated
differently than in the twentieth century.
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contrary that it was and remains an instrument that had reached its point of perfection.”326
For Poulenc, reviving the past was not about discovering anything new or developing
further, rather, it was about reintroducing older sounds back into the current canon.
The other point where Stravinsky differs from Poulenc is the former’s accuracy
in implementing those techniques compared to Poulenc’s tendency to compose more
freely. Stravinsky employed quite a bit of intricate counterpoint in works like his Octet in
order to develop his own style, and focused on the clarity of his forms.327 Poulenc
notoriously struggled with counterpoint, and tried to learn it from Koechlin, but admitted
he was more of a harmonist or melodist than a contrapuntist.328 In addition, his forms in
the Concert champêtre are quite vague and hard to define, meaning Poulenc was less
focused on accuracy with his historical references. With the Concert champêtre, Poulenc
likely stuck to his strengths as a melodist, with his focus on motivic recall. He confirms
my suspicion when discussing his musical style in general, noting about his contrapuntal
studies that “while I forced myself to undergo this necessary discipline for a certain time,
I didn’t try to go beyond my natural aptitudes which are, above all, melodic.”329 It could
be both the case that at times, Poulenc did not know which historical techniques to
implement, and also that Poulenc did not wish to aim for accuracy with his neoclassical
works.
In French, “pastiche” implies a replication/imitation/parody of another individual’s work. Le
Petit Robert, rev. ed., s.v. “Pastiche;” Poulenc and Chevaillier, in Southon and Nichols, 120.
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Lubaroff, 46-47.

Poulenc and Chevaillier, in Southon and Nichols, 119; Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and
Nichols, 235.
328

329

Poulenc and Chevaillier, in Southon and Nichols, 119.
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This is not to say that Poulenc’s music is interesting because he was uneducated,
and that his lack of expertise is important to understanding him as a composer. His lack
of formal training is important to consider when interpreting his works because it allows
one to understand his music differently than the works of others who did study
composition, music history, and music theory. Compositions like the Concert champêtre
demonstrate that Poulenc could successfully compose neoclassical works without an
academic background in historical music, as he had an intuitive ear for composition and
emulated those he saw as his musical ancestors. Poulenc explained his mindset behind
composition as remaining “faithful to the true essence of my nature” and doing what
“comes naturally” and pleases him, meaning that though the Concert champêtre was his
first concerto and work for harpsichord, he made choices that made sense to him.330 In
1921, while appealing to Charles Koechlin to become his student, Poulenc wrote about
“obeying my instinct rather than my intelligence” when composing, implying this
attribute was a weakness.331 Though Poulenc may have seen his use of intuition as a
hindrance to his compositions, it also appears to be a strength of his style.
With only Landowska’s advice and some exposure to Baroque harpsichord music,
Poulenc achieved his goal of reviving an instrument of the past and proving that it could
yet be enjoyed by twentieth-century audiences. Additionally, he created a historical
soundscape despite being less academically educated in music from the past. By featuring
an outmoded instrument in a modern vernacular, Poulenc joins composers like
330

Poulenc and Cadieu, in Southon and Nichols, 164.
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Francis Poulenc to Charles Koechlin, September 1921, in Buckland, 42.
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Stravinsky, proving that he could create modern music without becoming a “calculator”
or diverging from his own intuitive style and passions.332
The Concert champêtre proved to be a critical success, both in terms of its
positive reception from music critics, and also in terms of how important the work
became for Poulenc’s career. With one request of a harpsichord concerto from Wanda
Landowska, the Concert champêtre blossomed into more than a commission or piece for
a friend, but a culmination of Poulenc’s beliefs and self-made compositional skills. The
success of the Concert champêtre (and other celebrated works within Poulenc’s œuvre)
demonstrates that having a Conservatoire education is not necessary for success, and that
being passionate about the compositional craft and music itself can be all the
encouragement one needs to cement themselves in music history. Some of the most
endearing facets of Poulenc’s personality are his dedication to music at large, his sense of
duty to composition, and his love of not only the old masters like Mozart, but also his
contemporaries. Rather than approaching composition as a challenge to beat out his rivals
and make his mark as a composer, Poulenc seems to view composition as a collective
effort to better music itself, even before his membership in the community of Les Six.333
With this study, I demonstrate the value of Poulenc’s thoughts and music and
encourage further research which places Poulenc’s writings in conversation with his

Poulenc implies that composers who use serial techniques are akin to calculators. Poulenc and
Cadieu, in Southon and Nichols, 164.
332

In his youth, Poulenc sent ten letters to important composers of the time, including Debussy,
Satie, Saint-Saëns, Stravinsky, and more, asking their opinion of César Franck and his role in
music’s development. Whatever reason is behind this stunt, Poulenc demonstrates his view of
composers as a community, rather than rivals. Nichols, 12-13.
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music. As I note above, the abundance of primary source material from Poulenc is an
invaluable asset to those interested in studying his works, as his writings only serve to
enrich analysis, even if he changes his mind over time. In addition, taking Poulenc’s
background and influences into account when researching his music might serve to
connect the dots of his thought processes which can span all across his career. It could be
that a single experience from his childhood led to Poulenc’s borrowing of a certain piece
decades later. Most important is considering his educational background when analyzing
Poulenc’s music, as it can be easy to interpret his music in ways he may not have
intended or known. Keeping in mind Poulenc’s lack of musical education and voiced
disinterest in forms can greatly inform analysis of his works.
Without consulting Poulenc’s primary source documents and biographical
information, scholarship about the composer is inevitably incomplete. If we consistently
rely on Rostand’s popular catchphrase and speculation, Poulenc will remain a “part
monk, part naughty boy,” which Poulenc said to Rostand was “rather overgeneralised.”334
The reduction of Poulenc to someone merely with faith and joie de vivre ignores almost
half of his life experiences, as his return to faith came in his thirties.335 Poulenc’s music
before rediscovering his faith is quite important to his career and does not correspond to
Rostand’s slogan, as it represents some of the composer’s important neoclassical and
secular works. It includes not only the Concert champêtre, but also his ballet Les Biches,
334

Poulenc and Rostand, in Southon and Nichols, 247.

Poulenc’s compositional career began around age fifteen and lasted till age sixty-three, and he
made the pilgrimage to Rocamadour in 1936. Poulenc died when he was sixty-four, meaning his
period post-pilgrimage spanned twenty-seven years, and pre-pilgrimage spanned twenty-two
years.
335

117

the majority of his solo piano works, and many more formative works that do not relate
to religion. The works between 1914 and 1936 represent Poulenc’s early compositional
intuitions and neoclassical pursuits. The neoclassical style of the Concert champêtre, its
success, and its proximity to Poulenc’s youth makes the work indicative of the value of
the composer’s first half of his career.
In sum, Poulenc is not just “part monk, part naughty boy,” but much more: a selftaught, natural neoclassicist, whose passion for the music of his compositional ancestors
enriched his style. Even though his style is the result of a bevy of influences, it still
clearly belongs to Poulenc and stays true to his values. Poulenc’s Concert champêtre
demonstrates the legacy-focused neoclassicism of Poulenc, which provides a different
perspective on neoclassicism than some of his peers. Poulenc believed that by writing
music, composers could demonstrate their musical heritage, or their compositional
influences, and that it was one’s duty to remain true to that ancestry in order to be
authentic. Poulenc’s notion of a community of composers reaching across eras of music
to enrich future composers’ music reinvigorates the impulse behind neoclassicism and
can provide a new lens for analysis of even more neoclassicists, as we consider their own
“ancestry” of influences.
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Appendix A: Form Charts for the Concert champêtr
*Key for Techniques:
• FOx: French Overture styleCorresponding figure number
• FF: Fanfare
• PDx: Point of dissonanceCorresponding figure number
• Bx: BorrowingCorresponding figure number
Movement
1
Bars after/
before
Rehearsal
Marking
Macro
Section
Theme
letter
Key area

Ternary
4 after

Adagio

3
Allegro
molto

5

6
Animez
un peu

3 after
8

9

5 after

10

12

14

5 after
15

19

20

H

I

J

b

f♯/b

D

33

34

36

D

E

Coda

B♭

d/D/d

Presser Tragique Féroce

A

B

Intro

A

D/d

D

B

C

A

D

A

E

F

G

F/a

Technique* FF, FO5, B8

B♭

FF, B11

FF

FF

Form Chart for Poulenc’s Concert Concert champêtre, mvt. 1 (1 of 2)
Movement 1
Bars after/
before
Rehearsal

22

24

6
after

14 after

25

25

9 after
27

29

En animant Très
toujours
lent

Marking
Macro
Section

B (cont'd)

Theme letter

I

K

I

L

Key area

g

e

b/B

B

30

32

Subito
Allegro molto
A'

Technique*

M

PD, FF, B9

F'

N

A

a

A

D

PD6

Form Chart for Poulenc’s Concert champêtre, mvt. 1 (2 of 2)
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FF,
B11

Movement 2

Ternary

Bars after/
before

7 after

Rehearsal

1

2 after
2

3

5 after
4

5

7

10

A'

Codetta

Marking

Andante
(Mouvement
de Sicilienne)

Au
mouvement
initial

Macro
Section

A

Theme letter

A

A'

B

B'

C

B'

A''

D

Key area

g

b♭

A♭

E♭

unstable

D

G/g

G

Technique*

Sicilienne
rhythm

B

Cadenza Retransition

PD

FF

Form Chart for Poulenc’s Concert champêtre, mvt. 2

Movement
Modified Rondo
3
Bars after/
2 before 3 after 3 before
before
Rehearsal

8

9

5 after

13

17

18

19

Pesant

25

27

Allargando Allegro
subito
giocoso

Marking

Presto

Theme
letter

A

transition

B

transition

C

transition D

C

transition

C

Key area

D

g

b

a

E♭

f

B

A

D/d

Technique*

Gigue,
B10

PD, B10

FF

FF

FF

FF,
B9

(G)

(G)

L

M

Mvt. 1
Motive**

Eclatant

24

FF
L

(Intro)

L, intro

Form Chart for Poulenc’s Concert champêtre, mvt. 3

**: Theme letters in this row correspond to theme letters from movement 1, parentheses
around a theme indicate that the music could be derived from that theme, but it is less
obvious.
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Appendix B: Timeline of Relevant Poulenc Life Events336
1899) January 7: Birth of Francis Poulenc
1904) N.D.: First piano lessons with his mother, Jenny
1907) N.D.: Started piano lessons with Mlle. Melon, heard Debussy’s Danses sacrée et
profane
1911) N.D.: Discovered Mussorgsky’s The Nursery
August: Saw Tosca in Bagnères-de-Luchon
1912) September: Began attending the Lycée Condorcet
1914) February: Discovered Chabrier’s music
March 31: Leave of absence due to illness from Lycée Condorcet, some time
after, took on a private tutor, José Vincent
April 5: Saw Rite of Spring at the Casino de Paris; meets Ricardo Viñes this
month
May 26: Premiere of Stravinsky’s Le Rossignol, which Poulenc may have seen, or
at least a subsequent performance. Le Rossignol inspired Poulenc’s first official
composition (now lost), Processional pour la crémation d'un mandarin, for piano,
composed sometime that year
July 28: Beginning of WWI
1915) June 7: Mother dies, meets Milhaud
N.D.: Poulenc sends letters to various French composers about César Franck
1916) Early in the year: passes his first baccalauréat exam
October 3: Reenters Lycée Condorcet on the 3rd, meets Satie and Auric soon after
1917) Spring: Writes his first published piece, the Rapsodie nègre
May 18: Attends premiere of Parade by Satie
June 24: Attends premiere of Apollinaire’s Les Mamelles de Tirésias
July 15: Father dies, Poulenc moves in with his sister, Jeanne and her family
December 11: Premiere of Rapsodie nègre, noticed by Stravinsky
N.D.: Meets Louis Aragon, André Breton, and Paul Éluard at Adrienne Monnier’s
bookshop; Meets Jean Cocteau, Arthur Honegger, Louis Durey, and Germaine
Tailleferre
Many of these details come from Nichols, 322-46; N.D. refers to an event which occurred
sometime during the indicated year, but it is unclear the month when it occurred.
336
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1918) January 17: Mobilization for WWI
March 25: Death of Debussy
November 9: Death of Apollinaire
December: Writes Trois mouvements perpétuels
N.D.: Meets Falla through Viñes
1919) February 9: Premiere of Trois mouvements perpétuels
June 28: Signing of Treaty of Versailles
July: Works as secretary at a Paris war office
1921) January 17: Demobilized
September: Writes to Koechlin asking for lessons
November 8: Begins lessons with Koechlin
1922) End of January-February: Travels to Vienna with Milhaud to visit Schoenberg,
Berg, and Webern
April: Meets Bartók
May 29: Premiere of Stravinsky’s Mavra
June-July: Article “On Igor Stravinsky’s ‘Mavra’” published in Feuilles libres
1923) February: Boris de Schloezer publishes review in La revue contemporaine where
he uses the term “neoclassicism” to describe Stravinsky (cited as first use of the
term in the musical context)
June 25: Premiere of Falla’s El Retablo de Maese Pedro (Poulenc attended prior
rehearsals, where he met Landowska)
October 18: Premiere of Stravinsky’s Octet
1924) January 6: Premiere of Les Biches in Monte-Carlo
May 26: Premiere of Les Biches in Paris
May: Begins work on Trio for oboe, bassoon, and piano (finished in April 1926)
1925) March 27: Last lesson with Koechlin
July 1: Death of Satie
1927) January 19: Letter from Landowska telling Poulenc she met with Serge
Koussevitzky of the Boston Symphony, who demonstrated interest in performing
the forthcoming Concert champêtre in the coming winter; Landowska requests for
the score to be done by May or June that year
N.D.: Begins work on the Concert champêtre
May 14: Falla’s Paris debut of his Harpsichord Concerto (written for Landowska)
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1928) February 21: Interview with André Laphin published in L’Intransigeant
June 10: Premiere of Trois pièces pour piano
August 2: Landowska receives first movement of the Concert champêtre
September 5: Landowska receives second and third movement of the Concert
champêtre
Between September and April 1929: Poulenc and Landowska periodically
collaborate on the Concert champêtre in Saint-Leu-la-Forêt making edits
Summer: Commissioned to write Aubade
1929) April 18: Private premiere of Concert champêtre at the salon of Princesse Edmond
de Polignac, with Poulenc on the piano (playing orchestral reduction) and
Landowska on harpsichord
April 26: Interview with Lucien Chevaillier published in Le Guide du Concert et
des Théâtres Lyriques
May 3: Public premiere of Concert champêtre at the Salle Pleyel
May-June: Composes Aubade
June 19: Premiere of Aubade
1930) N.D.: Interview with José Bruyr published in L’Ecran des Musiciens I
1931) June 19: Premiere of the first version of Sextuor
1932) February-April 10: Composes Le Bal masqué
April 20: Premiere of Le Bal masqué
April 28: Interview with Nino Franck published in Candide
July-August: Composing Concerto for Two Pianos
September 5: Premiere of Concerto for Two Pianos in Venice, last meeting with
Falla before his death
1934) October: First inspiration for Organ Concerto
1935) April 3: First concert with Pierre Bernac
July: Film score composed for La Belle au bois dormant
August: Composes incidental music (Suite Française d’après Clause Gervaise)
for Margot
September: Composes mélodie (À sa guitare) for Margot
October: Completes Suite Française d’après Claude Gervaise; article “In Praise
of Banality” published in Présence; gives lecture published in Conferencia on the
15th titled, “My Teachers and My Friends”
November 26: Premiere of Margot
December 11: Premiere of chamber performance of Suite Française
December 24: Death of Berg
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1936) August 17: Death of Pierre-Octave Ferroud, makes pilgrimage to Rocamadour
soon after
August 22-29: Composes Litanies à la Vierge noire
November 17: Premiere of Litanies à la Vierge noire conducted by Boulanger
1937) August: Composes Mass in G major
December 28: Death of Ravel
December 30: Poulenc attends Ravel’s funeral
1938) April 3: Premiere of Mass in G major; working on Organ Concerto
July 31-August 28: Organ Concerto completed
October: Composes La Grenouillère
December 16: Private premiere of Organ Concerto at the salon of Princesse
Edmond de Polignac
1939) June 21: Public premiere of Organ Concerto at the Salle Gaveau
August: Revises Sextuor
Summer: Begins working on Les Mamelles de Tirésias
September 1: Beginning of WWII
November 3: Begins writing Diary of My Songs / Journal de mes mélodies
1940) June 2: Conscripted to serve in WWII
June 10: Landowska flees Saint-Leu-la-Forêt, stays in various parts of Europe
June 14: German occupation of Paris
July 18: End of military service
September: Nazis target Landowska’s abandoned home in Saint-Leu for looting,
led by Herbert Gerigk, a musicologist
September 9: Returns to Paris
December 9: Premiere of revised Sextuor
1941) January 1: Article “The Heart of Maurice Ravel” published in La Nouvelle Revue
Française
November: Landowska boards ship in Lisbon to US
December 7: Landowska arrives in New York
1943) April 29: Death of Viñes
1944) May-October: Composing Les Mamelles de Tirésias
June 6: D-Day
1945) January 6: Plays Concerto for Two Pianos with Britten
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April 7: Article “Long Live Stravinsky!” published in Le Figaro
May 5: Article “The Composer and the Sorcerer” published in Les Lettres
Françaises
September 15: Death of Webern
November 24: Death of Papoum (his uncle)
1946) November 14: Death of Falla
1947) May 22: Premiere of Les Mamelles de Tirésias
September: Begins recording À bâtons rompus
N.D. Interview with Fernando Lopes-Graça published in Visita aos Músicos
Franceses
1948) October 22-December 23: US tour, meets Bernstein, sees Landowska
October 24: Premiere of Sinfonietta
November 11: US Premiere of Concert champêtre at the New York Philharmonic,
with Poulenc as the soloist (played on piano), Dimitri Mitropoulos conducted
1949) January: Working on À bâtons rompus
May-October: Working on Piano Concerto
November 20: Landowska performs the Concert champêtre at the New York
Philharmonic, Stokowski conducted
December 28: Begins second US tour (ends on March 29, 1950), sees Landowska
in January and February
1950) January 6: Premiere of Piano Concerto
April-July: Composes La Fraîcheur et le feu
July 24: European premiere of Piano Concerto in Aix-en-Provence and Munich
November 1: Premiere of La Fraîcheur et le feu in Birmingham, UK
December 31: Death of Koechlin
1951) July 13: Death of Schoenberg
1952) January 4-March 5: Third US Tour
May 17: Interview with Paul Guth published in Le Figaro littéraire
1953) August 15: Begins composing Dialogues des Carmélites
October: Begins interviews with Claude Rostand
1954) April: End of interviews with Claude Rostand, broadcasted on Radio France
August 16: Orchestrating Dialogues des Carmélites
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1955) Entire year spent working on Dialogues des Carmélites
October 21: Death of partner, Lucien Roubert
November 27: Death of Honegger
1956) June 18: Finishes Dialogues des Carmélites
September: Composes Deux Mélodies
1957) January 26: Premiere of Dialogues des Carmélites in Milan
June 21: Paris premiere of Dialogues des Carmélites
July 14: Cologne premiere of Dialogues des Carmélites
September 5: Premiere of Deux Mélodies
September 16: Writes Vive Nadia for Boulanger’s 70th birthday
N.D.: Article “How I Composed Les Dialogues des Carmélites” published in
L’Opéra de Paris, second quarter of the year
1958) February-June 2: Composes La Voix humaine
June 25: Awarded honorary Doctorate of Music from Oxford University
September: Interview with Henri Hell (about La Voix humaine) published in Arts
N.D.: Poulenc: Musicien Français by Henri Hell published
1959) February 6: Premiere of La Voix humaine
August 16: Death of Landowska
November: Begins writing biography of Chabrier
1961) February: Biography on Chabrier published (titled Chabrier)
May 4: Interview with Martine Cadieu published in Les Nouvelles littéraires
1962) August 10: Chest pain in Milan airport on his way back to Paris
1963) January 1: Moi et mes amis published (English translation published in 1978)
January 22: Health deteriorating
January 30: Poulenc dies of a heart attack at age 64 in his flat (formerly owned by
his uncle) at 5 rue de Médicis
October 11: Death of Cocteau
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